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ABSTRACT 
This thesis argues that there exists an analogous position in how the human body is 
represented on the cinema screen, and the response of spectators to this, within two 
key turning points in film history: the technological advancements made during the 
ODWHWK&HQWXU\ ZKDW LV FRPPRQO\ UHIHUUHG WRDV µHDUO\FLQHPD¶ DQG WKHPRYH
away from analogue techniques in the rising dominance of digital filmmaking 
SUDFWLFHVDW WKH WXUQRI WKH ODVWFHQWXU\LQZKDWFDQEHEURDGO\ WHUPHG WKHµGLJLWDO
DJH¶ ,Q ERWK LQVWDQFHV WKH ILOPLF KXPDQ ERG\ LV XVHG DV D FHQWUDO VSHFWDFXODU
attraction in the promotion of new and novel technologies intended to entertain, 
startle and challenge audiences. In particular, the use of trick photography in the late 
1890s and the popularisation of motion-capture technology at the beginning of the 
21st Century are comparable in the way these special effects technologies draw on 
the aesthetics of photographic realism and the idea of cinematic indexicality, whilst 
simultaneously rendering their depiction of the human body as unstable and 
transformative. An analysis of audience reactions to these technologies reveals how 
spectators from both eras have found these bodies strange, compelling and eerie: 
these filmic humans are uncanny. This thesis compares the technologies of early and 
digital cinema and their representation of the human form under the theoretical 
IUDPHZRUN RI WKH XQFDQQ\ ,QVSLUHG E\ )UHXG¶V DUJXPHQW IRU WKH unheimlich, this 
investigation argues for the presence of a technological uncanny: an experience of 
the uncanny which has been provoked by the experience and direct contemplation of 
cinematic technology in its mediation, simulation and representation of human 
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In 1896 the presidential candidate William McKinley was filmed at his home in 
Canton, Ohio. In the film, McKinley is seen walking towards the stationary camera 
with an aide by his side, framed in medium long shot (Figure 1). Over one hundred 
years later, at the turn of a new century, another body on film dominates the opening 
shots, this time in the 2001 CGI-created feature Final Fantasy: The Spirits Within1. 
The main protagonist, Aki Ross, is first introduced to the audience within her 
GUHDPVFDSHDQGVHYHUDOHGLWV IUDPH$NL¶VERG\ IURPDYDULHW\RIDQJOHV LQFOXGLQJ
extreme close ups (Figure 2). The juxtaposition of these two images may seem to 
reveal little in common between the two films ± for example, the films have different 
ages, content, length, purposes and appearance ± but the comparison actually 
embodies the concerns and questions which fuel this investigation: how new 
technologies are incorporated into cinema; the effect this has upon the representation 
of the human form on-screen and how spectators respond to this sight; and how the 
concept of the uncanny informs these questions and can help evaluate them. For both 
the McKinley film and Final Fantasy, the technology behind the illusion on-screen 
LV WKH FHQWUDO DWWUDFWLRQ DV LW µGLUHFWO\ VROLFLWV VSHFWDWRU DWWHQWLRQ LQFLWLQJ YLVXDO
FXULRVLW\¶*XQQLQJ2. At the timHRI0F.LQOH\¶VVWUROORQKLVIURQWODZQ
cinema3 was in its early days and demonstrations of projectors which could make 
photographs move drew large audiences in the USA and Europe to marvel at the 
                                                          
1
 From now on, I shall refer to the film as just Final Fantasy.  
2
 7RP*XQQLQJ¶VFRQFHSWRIDµFLQHPDRIDWWUDFWLRQV¶ZLOOSOD\DQLQWHJUDOSDUWLQGHILQLQJWhe early 
cinema period, as well as a useful concept to think about spectacle and special effects in the cinema. 
This argument shall be outlined in more detail in Chapter 2.  
3
 %\µFLQHPD¶,PHDQWKHSUDFWLFHRIZDWFKLQJPRYLQJSLFWXUHVSKRWRJUDSKLFDOO\SUoduced, projected 
onto a large screen in front of an audience. This definition acknowledges the diverse history behind 
the development of cinema emerging in the late 1890s and shall be discussed in greater length in 
Chapter 2. It should also be noted that ,XVH WKH WHUP µFLQHPD¶ WR WKXV UHIHU WRERWK WKHSUDFWLFHRI
H[SHULHQFLQJ PRYLQJ LPDJHV LQ WKLV ZD\DQG WKH ODUJHU LQGXVWULDO FRQWH[W , XVH WKH WHUP µILOP¶ WR
refer to the medium itself although I will discuss the difficulties with this word ± particularly in the 
digital age ± in further detail in Chapter 3.   
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illusion. A similar motivation can be found in Final Fantasy, albeit in a different era 
DQGFRQWH[W$OWKRXJKµFLQHPD¶ZDVZHOOHVWDEOLVKHGE\WKHWLPH$NL5RVVPDGHKHU
filmic debut, Final Fantasy arrived at a time when new technologies in moving 
image production provided different novel attractions which again aimed to dazzle 
audiences. In this case, the spectacular sight of photographically realistic digital 
animation. Both films are as much ± if not more ± about the cinematic technologies 
which created them, as they are about their content (the presidential candidacy 
campaign for McKinley and the science fiction narrative in Final Fantasy 
respectively).  
The McKinley film was made at a time when moving photography represented the 
latest scientific achievement which promised to revolutionise the way daily life and 
realistic motion could be recorded and projected. Final Fantasy encompassed a later, 
different set of technological advancements which sought to radically redefine these 
parameters of production in cinema through the use of digital. Crucially, both films 
use the sight of the human body as the way to draw attention to this very technology. 
0F.LQOH\¶VZDONLVHPEOHPDWLFRIWKHVSHFWDFOHDWWKHKHDUWRIHDUO\FLQHPD¶VPDLQ
attraction which inventors and exhibitors hoped to emphasise: movement. The film 
encDSVXODWHV WKH UHDOLVWLFPDQQHU LQZKLFKSKRWRJUDSKVZHUHEURXJKW µEDFN WR OLIH¶
E\IRFXVVLQJRQ0F.LQOH\¶VPRYHPHQWDFURVVWKHVFUHHQZKLFKLVFRPSRVHGLQVXFK
a way so as to produce the longest journey (and therefore more visible movement) 
for the presidential candidate: McKinley and his assistant begin on screen left in the 
EDFNJURXQG EHIRUH PRYLQJ WRZDUGV WKH FDPHUD¶V SRVLWLRQ DQG H[LWLQJ LQ WKH
foreground on screen right. Final Fantasy¶V RSHQLQJ VLPLODUO\ IRFXVHV RQ $NL¶V
body, as a montage of shots pRUWUD\VWKHFRPSXWHULVHGSURWDJRQLVW¶VIRUPPRYLQJLQ
various ways. The spectacle here is again the realistic motion of a human body, but 
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this time a body which has been created digitally, in place of the photographic and 
analogue technology which emerged DWWKHWLPHRI0F.LQOH\¶VILOP7KHUHIRUHERWK
examples represent significant turning points in the history of cinema in regards to 
the filmic representation of a photographically realistic human body. The selection of 
the above two films highlights the fiUVW VWUDQG RI WKLV WKHVLV¶V LQYHVWLJDWLRQ WR
compare the historical context and contemporary reception of significant cinematic 
technologies from the late 19th/early 20th Centuries in the period commonly 
GHVFULEHGDVµHDUO\FLQHPD¶ZLWKWKHUHFHSWLRQRIspecific digital technologies in the 
late 20th/early 21st &HQWXULHVEURDGO\FRLQHGWKHµGLJLWDODJH¶RIFLQHPD 
Over the past decade, other academic literature has sought to evaluate the changes to 
cinema occurring as a direct result of the widespread integration of digital 
technology into filmmaking practices, distribution and exhibition. Many of these 
commentaries muse upon what cinema is ± or what it is becoming ± by looking back 
at what cinema was, particularly in its earliest days (Mulvey, 2006; Manovich, 2001; 
North 2008; Gunning 2006). My work thus aims to contribute to this recent tradition 
in academic writing which adopts a methodology of drawing attention to the past in 
order to reflect upon the present but for a different purpose: to draw the comparison 
between early cinema and digital using the uncanny to show parallels between 
responses to new technology and particularly the representation of the human body 
on-screen (points I shall elaborate below). My intervention to this discourse therefore 
argues for continuity between historical changes to cinema, rather than a severe 
break as others have said: in the age of digital, I do not believe that cinema is 
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µGHDG¶4 Instead, bringing the differing contexts of audience reaction to the cinemas 
of old and new into dialogue reveals a fascinating history into how new visual effects 
technologies are assimilated (or not) into mainstream practices, and how the 
representation of the human body and the uncanny have a particular historical 
importance to this story of cinema through the ages.  
Why should the uncanny specifically be applied to audience reactions during these 
two eras in film history? In a second strand of this thesis, I argue that the theory and 
concept of the uncanny illuminates the complex and nuanced reactions of spectators 
in both eras towards the new technologies represented on the cinema screen. As 
indicated above, such technologies were presented as spectacles and audiences 
responded to such displays with the expected reactions of awe. Yet evidence also 
suggests that spectators and commentators also found the sight of this technology 
bewildering, forcing viewers to evaluate the nature of the image before them and the 
illusion behind it. In the case of early cinema, this characterisation of the awe-struck 
and dazzled spectator is reminiscent of the popular story which claims the first 
viewers of cinema were somehow physically overwhelmed by the images they saw, 
unable to discern reality from the pictorial representations before them and therefore 
reacting with fear. I shall discuss this urban legend in Chapter 2 in more detail but I 
will state now that this is not a conclusion I share, nor is it a belief I wish to uphold 
here. Rather, characterising the reaction of early cinema viewers towards these 
moving pictures as uncanny provides a more appropriately nuanced description of 
spectators who were amazed ± not fearful ± of the images projected on the screen. 
Viewers did not mistake the animated pictures for reality but rather the audience 
                                                          
4
 , XVH WKHZRUGKHUH WRPHDQ µDW DQ HQG¶ DOWKRXJK WKH ZRUG µGHDG¶KDV DQ DGGLWLRQDO VLJQLILFDQFH
although cinema has survived into present day, the representation of the dead onscreen becomes an 
important theme in the films I analyse. This emphasises the importance of the uncanny to this 
discussion again as the slippage between life and death is a central uncanny trope. 
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actively engaged in discerning the mechanism behind the illusion, as audiences 
SDUWLFLSDWHG LQ D µYDFLOODWLRQ EHWZHHQ EHOLHI DQG LQFUHGXOLW\¶ ZKHUH µWKH DSSDUHQW
realism of the image makes it a successful illusion, but one understood as an illusion 
QRQHWKHOHVV¶Gunning, 1995a, 199). 
I argue that the uncanny is a productive theory to use to analyse these reactions 
precisely because the concept itself represents a complex experience, as famously 
theorised by Freud in 1919. The uncanny is not simply synonymous with horror: 
)UHXGZULWHV WKDWDQH[SHULHQFHRIWKHXQFDQQ\LVDYHU\SDUWLFXODUNLQGRIµGUHDG¶
one he concludes occurs when the familiar becomes induced with the unfamiliar: das 
unheimliche. The uncanny is not, as Freud contemplates, as straightforward as fear, 
but rather it is an unsettling experience which forces one to question the natural order 
of things. Is that object animate or inanimate? Is that body alive or dead? Is this 
event real or imagined? Has this situation happened before? Freud lists the double, 
automata, compulsion to repeat and déjà vu as prime examples of tropes and 
experiences which can evoke the uncanny.  As such, the uncanny occurs when 
boundaries are blurred and one struggles to comprehend the nature of a situation: it is 
a strange experience of limbo which forces an evaluative response to restore 
understanding and re-insert familiar borders (moving/still, living/dead, etc.). 
Adapting the theory of the uncanny in this way, I intend to apply this definition to 
the response of spectators towards new visual effects technologies: the uncanny 
provides a very apt way to describe the crisis such technologies have evidently 
inspired, fundamentally questioning the nature of the cinematic medium. What I 
theorise here, and the term I call this process, is the technological uncanny, as 
provoked specifically by the representation of the human body on-screen. The 
human body possesses an important part in the theory of the uncanny, as Freud links 
6 
 
many uncanny experiences explicitly to examples of unsettling encounters with other 
human bodies, be they doubles, dolls or automata. It is this lineage of the uncanny 
that I explore further in this thesis, finding a direct correlation between the uncanny 
experiences evoked by the human body on-screen and responses to the technology of 
cinema both old and new.  
The decision to utilise the uncanny, and specifically the trope of the body within it, is 
not an arbitrary choice either. Chapters 1 and 2 of this thesis will show how theories 
of the uncanny ± as related to technological advancements in the West during the 
18th and 19th Centuries ± are historically related to the growth of cinema. This shared 
historic context points once more at the suitability of using the term uncanny as a 
theoretical model by which to eYDOXDWHHDUO\VSHFWDWRUV¶UHVSRQVHWRWKHWHFKQRORJLHV
of cinema. Furthermore I show how the representation of the body on-screen is an 
important attraction to early viewers and filmmakers, allowing a direct line to be 
drawn between the science of the automaton and the technologies of the cinema: 
both demonstrate the latest development in a mechanised human body and both are 
key tropes in the theory of the technological uncanny. I am therefore using the theory 
of the uncanny in a specific, historically-contextualised fashion which is related to 
the development of cinema and finds considerable use again in the digital age. Once 
again, responses to the representation of the human body as enabled by new 
technology can be characterised as uncanny. Additionally research into these 
responses, by looking at published reviews and commentaries on digital films, shows 
a much more direct use of the term uncanny, particularly with the popularised theory 
RIWKHXQFDQQ\YDOOH\7KHWHUPµXQFDQQ\¶KDVWKXVJDUQHUHGDFXOWXUal currency in 
WKH FRQWHPSRUDU\ DJH DV FLQHPD¶V DXGLHQFHV RQFH DJDLQ TXHVWLRQ WKH QHZ
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technologies before their eyes and how this effects the representation of the human 
body.  
In summary, this thesis shall compare the reaction of audiences from early and 
digital cinema towards the representation of realistically rendered human bodies on-
screen and I characterise this response as uncanny. This line of argument appreciates 
the diverse contexts into which these audiences and contemporary cinematic 
practices existed but shows the two to be comparable. The uncanny provides a way 
to bring these contexts into dialogue, illuminating their continuities and revealing 
that the representation of the human body on-screen continues to pose fundamental 
questions about what viewers find acceptable concerning this portrayal, as cinematic 
technology continues to evolve. In the next section of this introduction, I shall 
expand on these points as they shall be explored in the thesis through further analysis 
of the McKinley film and Final Fantasy. By drawing on these examples from early 
cinema and digital respectively, I shall show how specific examples of films placing 
emphasis upon the human body in both these eras and correlating spectator response 
supports my central argument for utilisation of the theory of the uncanny to 
understand these reactions. These films shall also demonstrate the wider issues at 
stake in this thesis, which shall be outlined with some further clarifications on the 
usage of particular terms. I shall conclude with a comprehensive break-down of how 
these topics shall be explored in succeeding chapters.   
The Trace of McKinley: Early Cinema, the Uncanny and the Index  
Part of the purpose of this thesis is to show how the development of moving picture 
technology has impacted upon the experience of spectators of cinema, including 
YLHZHUV IURP WKH PHGLXP¶V HDUOLHVW GD\V $ UHSRUW ZULWWHQ LQ The Sheffield & 
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Rotherham Independent in 1896 makes this point and helps to outline the wider 
impact cinematic technologies were having at the time the McKinley film was 
released.  At this stage in the mid-VWKH/XPLqUH¶VCinématographe had made 
its debut in Paris and was then exhibited in London. The Sheffield & Rotherham 
newspaper writer attempts to capture the excitement surrounding this latest 
innovation in moving picture technology, which promised to revolutionise how 
audiences interacted with animated photography. Importantly, such reports do not 
seek to claim the Cinématographe and its films appeared from nowhere: the author 
of the Independent VWRU\ UHPLQGV YLHZHUV WKH\ µPD\ SUREDEO\ UHPHPEHU WKH ROG
³:KHHO RI /LIH´ DQG WKH\ DUH PRUH OLNHO\ VWLOO WR EH IDPLOLDU ZLWK (GLVRQ¶V
NLQHWRVFRSH¶ (Anon, 1896c). So the Cinématographe was not the first to produce 
moving pictures and this important distinction ± which shows how the cinema did 
QRWVXGGHQO\µEHJLQ¶QRUKDVLWVGHYHORSPHQWHYHUEHHQDWHOHRORJLFDOSURJUHVVLRQ± 
shall be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2. But the author still recognises the 
event of the machiQH¶VSUHPLHUHLQ/RQGRQQHDUWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKHth Century as 
an important historical moment. The author describes the experience in some detail:  
At the end of the hall is a large white screen upon which the pictures are 
thrown, and the illusion is so complete that you appear to be looking through 
a window at something actually occurring in the next street. First of all you 
are shown a factory. The gates open. The girls pour out, laughing and 
(apparently) talking. Then a boy comes out, jumps on a bicycle and rides off. 
Suddenly a pair of doors are thrown back, the crowd opens, and a brougham 
is driven out, and so on. Then you are shown a railway station; a train is seen 
in the distance. It comes nearer and nearer. You see the steam from the funnel 
and valves, and you can almost imagine you hear the puffing of the engine. 
The train comes to a stand, the passengers jump out, and the whole platform 
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is full of life and activity. Porters rush up and down, the guard bangs the 
doors, and the arrivals are greeted by their friends. (Anon, 1896c) 
As will be argued throughout this investigation, it is the portrayal of the human body 
on the screen which is a specific attraction of this new technology. The writer 
describes the individuals seen in Workers Leaving the Factory (1895) before a 
µFURZG¶SRXUVRXWLQWRWKHIUDPH2WKHUILOPVVXFKDVWKDWVKRZLQJDFDUGJDPHDQG
The Gardener (1895), focus on the interaction of bodies. A film like The Arrival of a 
Train at La Ciotat Station (1895) is thrilling not only because of the sight of the 
locomotive approaching the screen, but for the human figures which emerge from 
within it. Just like the digital films to be discussed in this thesis, the films ± and 
audiences ± of early cinema also emphasised the human body on the screen to 
demonstrate the latest technological marvel. Importantly, as highlighted at the 
beginning of this introduction, this writer reporting on the Cinématographe¶V
performance does not contend that viewers were fooled into believing the illusion 
before thHP ZDV UHDO LW LV VWLOO FOHDU WKLV LV D µVFUHHQ XSRQ ZKLFK WKH SLFWXUHV DUH
WKURZQ¶<HWWKHVXJJHVWLRQWKDWWKHH[SHULHQFHRIWKLVVFUHHQFRXOGEHFRPSDUHGWRD
µZLQGRZ¶ EHFDXVH RI WKH UHDOLVWLF QDWXUH RI WKH PRYLQJ SLFWXUHV LV DQ LGHD ZKLFK
underpins much traditional film theory: the photographic process by which these 
images were recorded retains a special link, or trace, to the real world. This 
distinction becomes clearer when considering an early example of a specific human 
body being portrayed on the cinematic screen. When researching examples of US 
audiences responding to moving picture technology at the same time as the report 
above, the McKinley film receives considerable mention. This film, made to promote 
0F.LQOH\¶V SUHVLGHQWLDO FDPSDLJQ ZDV Vhown extensively in film programmes in 
the USA with newspaper reports recording the reaction. One writer observed how 
10 
 
µ>WKH@DXGLHQFHZHQW IDLUO\ IUDQWLFRYHUSLFWXUHV WKURZQRQD VFUHHQ 7KHELJJHVW
part of enthusiasm began when a view of a McKinley and Hobart parade in Canton 
ZDV VKRZQ¶ $QRQ O $QRWKHU DJUHHG WKDW VSHFWDWRUV WKRXJKW WKH ILOP µZDV
FDSLWDOO\ OLIHOLNH DQG D YHU\ SRSXODU IHDWXUH¶ $QRQ P 7KHVH FRPPHQWDULHV
reveal that the transformation of this real, recognisable human body into 
photographic form to be projected onto the screen was a popular attraction. Again 
whilst the reports do not claim that anyone was ever fooled into believing this was 
the real McKinley before them, the language of these authors do reveal a slippage in 
terms of the body that was filmed and the body that appears on the screen. One 
UHSRUWHU ZULWHV µ0DMRU 0F.LQOH\ LV OLNHO\ WR JHW DQ RYDWLRQ WR-night when he 
DGYDQFHV WR WKH IRRWOLJKWV¶ $QRQ M 6LPLODUO\ DQRWKHU DXWKRU QRWHV WKDW
µSDQGHPRQLXP EURNH ORRVH¶ DW D VFUHHQLQJ RI WKH ILOP ZKHQ DQ H[FLWHG DXGLHQFH
µFDXJKWVLJKWRIWKHQH[W3UHVLGHQWKLPVHOIµLQWKHIOHVK¶¶$QRQN. One more 
UHPDUNV µ6R QDWXUDO DQG OLIH OLNH LV WKLV YLHZ WKDW LW VHHPV WR WKH VSHFWDWRU DV LI
McKinley himself were there LQVWHDGRIKLVSLFWXUH¶$QRQR  
What is important in this film for the spectators is the veracity of the image before 
them. McKinley was present on his front lawn at home when these images were 
recorded and it is these images which are shown to audiences: the pictures have a 
direct link or trace of the real McKinley, an element important for his prospective 
electorate. This element is also important in the theorisation of such images. As 
-RQDWKDQ$XHUEDFKQRWHVµ(DJHUO\YLHZHGE\DXGLHQFHVDFURVVWhe nation, the 1896 
cinematic debut of the presidential candidate ... offer an important means to gauge 
WKH HIIHFWV RI D QHZ NLQG RI YLVXDO WHFKQRORJ\¶ $XHUEDFK   One these 
µHIIHFWV¶$XHUEDFKUHIHUHQFHVLV,DUJXHWKHimportance of the indexical relationship 
of the filmed body to the world for early cinema audiences. The body on display in 
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these early films forces the viewer to contemplate the nature of the technology and 
illusion playing before them and this process is one which evokes an uncanny 
experience. Another commentator writing about the McKinley film uses the event as 
an opportunity to reflect upon this latest technology of moving pictures. The author 
FRQFOXGHV µ1RJKRVWFDQVWDUWOHDIWer this, no Frankenstein pursue us, for we have 
sHHQWKHLQVWUXPHQWRIWKHGD\EHFRPHWKHSOD\IXOVSHFWHURIWKHQLJKW-RKQ%DSWLVW¶V
JRU\KHDGDQG +HURGLDV¶GDQFLQJ IHHW DUHERWK VSHFWHUVRI WKH VDPHVKRZ¶ $QRQ
1896s). The unease for this writer again concerns the intimate relationship between 
the human body and its representation on the screen. This is McKinley on the screen 
EXW LW LV QRW LW LV WKH SUHVLGHQWLDO FDQGLGDWH¶V µVSHFWHU¶ DQ HFKR RI WKH UHDO ERG\
which appears so life-like before the viewer. And this body is distinctly unnatural: 
the McKinley is film a Frankenstein-esque creation, the mechanical (re)production 
of a living human body. Once again the language of the uncanny comes to the fore.5 
7KLV LV ERWK 0F.LQOH\¶V ERG\ EXW DOVR KLV LPPRUWDO GRXEOH D VWDWLF SKRWRJUDSK
made to perform (to FRPH WR µOLIH¶EHIRUH WKHH\HVRI WKHDXGLHQFH7KH LQGH[LFDO
nature of early cinema and the uncanny potential of these films becomes an 
important strand in my investigation into the era in Chapters 1 and 2, particularly 
when the verisimilitude of this filmed body becomes transformed, mutated and 
abused in trick films. Just as Final Fantasy created unease due to its unconventional 
mixing of CGI animation with photorealist aesthetics, as we shall see, so too do the 
later trick films of early cinema become an important part of this technological 
uncanny experience of cinema as the reliability of the photographic image becomes 
unstable.  
                                                          
5
 As noted above, this image of the dead becoming living again is a visual trope I shall explore in 
more detail when analysing my case study films. The theme of haunting, as evoked by this Cincinnati 
Enquirer reporter, finds particular resonance with the work of Georges Méliès, which is explored in 
Chapter 2.    
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The Digital Body  
Final Fantasy¶VVWRU\LVVHWLQWKHIXWXUHZKHUHWKHPDMRULW\RIWKHHDUWKKDVEHFRPH
uninhabitable due tR DQ DOLHQ LQYDVLRQE\FUHDWXUHVNQRZQDV WKH µSKDQWRPV¶7KH
QDUUDWLYHIROORZV$NL¶VDWWHPSWWRGLVFRYHUWKHYLWDOµVSLULWV¶ZKLFKZLOOUHOHDVHWKH
SODQHWIURPWKHSKDQWRPV¶FRORQLVDWLRQEXW WKHILOP¶VRSHQLQJVKRWVDUHYHU\PXFK
concerned with the intricate detailing of human flesh, rather than the ethereal.  Aptly, 
the first shot of the human character does not reveal a whole body but rather, in an 
extreme close-up, isolates the blinking of an eye. It is a fleeting moment but visible 
are the intricate details of this facial feature: the strands of hair of the eyebrow, 
eyelashes and hair framing the face; the subtle wrinkles at the top of the cheek; the 
lines of the forehead; and the reflective fluid of the eyeball, which mirrors the 
desolate landscape revealed in the establishing shot seconds before. The film cuts 
EDFN WR WKH FDPHUD¶V LQYHVWLJDWLYH SDQ WKURXJK WKLV ZDVWHODQG EHIRUH UHWXUQLQJ
briefly to the human eye as it blinks again, the eye narrowing and the eyebrow 
frowns. In a shot-reverse shot with the expanding sun, the owner of this eye is 
revealed as a young woman ± the main protagonist, scientist Aki Ross ± who, in a 
medium shot, raises her arm to shield her face from the brightening light. Further 
FXWV UHYHDO PRUH RI $NL¶V ERG\ IURP YDU\LQJ DQJOHs: a zoom into the face as she 
removes her hand; a shot from behind her which silhouettes her against the sun; a 
medium shot of her head and shoulders; a close-up of her foot; and a shot of her 
whole body from below, beneath a sheet of water. Two more shotV RI $NL¶V IDFH
appear before the music crescendos with the expanding sun and an abrupt cut reveals 
WKHVHTXHQFHWREHDGUHDPFRPSXWHULVHGWH[WZULWHVµ'UHDP5HFRUGHG'HFHPEHU
¶$SDQRIWKHFDPHUDFRQQHFWVWKLVGUHDPWRWKHVDPHZRPDQZKRLV now 
framed from the side in a close-up, the shot favouring the same eye seen at the very 
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VWDUWRIWKHILOP$NL¶VYRLFH-over narration begins as the camera moves for another 
close-up ± this time of both eyes ± and further facial features are again emphasised: 
the pores of the skin are visible, as are the differing textures in the eyes.  
,W LV ILWWLQJ WKDW WKH ILOP¶V HQLJPDWLF RSHQLQJ ± framed as it is by such an intense 
focus on the eyes ± should emphasise the micro details of this human body. On its 
release Final Fantasy was marketed as a breakthrough in cinematic special effects, 
featuring the first use of realistically rendered computer-generated human characters 
in a full-length feature film. To create a CGI film which attempted to render 
photorealistic all aspects of the human body ± from its proportions and movement 
down to the finite details of hair and skin tone ± was no small achievement6. As 
$QG\ -RQHV WKH DQLPDWLRQ VXSHUYLVRU RQ WKH ILOP FRPPHQWHG µ,W VHHPHG OLNH DQ
impossible thing to do, given the tool set that we had at the time and where the 
WHFKQRORJ\ ZDV¶ -RQHV   $V WKH RSHQLQJ WR Final Fantasy testifies, the 
detail emphasised by these close-XSVKRWVFHUWDLQO\KLJKOLJKWVWKHILOPDVµDWXUQLQJ
point in the history of moving-image PHGLD¶ 0RQQHW   ,W LV Final 
Fantasy¶VSRVLWLRQLQJDVDµWXUQLQJSRLQW¶LQWKHSURJUHVVRIFLQHPD¶VYLVXDOHIIHFWV
ZKLFK SHUPHDWHV WKH PDWHULDO SXEOLVKHG DW WKH WLPH RI WKH ILOP¶V UHOHDVH ERWK IRU
promotional and critical purposes. In Cinefex, Jody Duncan emphasises how Final 
Fantasy VHHPHG OLNH D µSLSHGUHDP¶ RI +LURQREX 6DNDJXFKL¶V ± the creator and 
director of the film and the original computer game franchise ± and how doubts still 
remained as to whether the project for realistic CG humans could be achieved, even 
after production commenced (Duncan, 2001, 34). Information appearing in the press 
UHOHDVH IRU WKH ILOP DOVR HPSKDVLVHV WKH ILOP¶V KLVWRULF VWDWXV RI RYHU-coming 
seemingly impossible obstacles with the power of technology. As part of Final 
                                                          
6
 Further discussion RQWKHDHVWKHWLFDQGFRQFHSWXDOLVVXHVUDLVHGE\WKHQRWLRQRIµSKRWRUHDOLVP¶VKDOO
be explored in Chapter 1 (with the introduction of the theory of the index); Chapter 3; and Chapter 5.   
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Fantasy¶V DGYHUWLVHPHQW 6LOLFRQ *UDSKLFV 6*, ± the makers of the computer 
VHUYHUV XVHG GXULQJ WKH ILOP¶V SURGXFWLRQ ± released technical details about the 
WHFKQRORJ\EHLQJXVHGHPSKDVLVLQJWKHXQSUHFHGHQWHGVFDOHRIWKHILOP¶VDPELWLRQ
µ)RXU 6*,7M) 2000 series high-performance servers, four Silicon Graphics(R) 
Onyx2(R) visualization systems, 167 Silicon Graphics(R) Octane(R)visual 
workstations and other SGI systems were used to create the film ... more than 200 
CGI artists and close to 30 programmers from all over the U.S., Japan, Europe and 
$VLD¶Silicon Graphics Inc., 2001).   
6*,¶V DFFRXQW RI WKH ILOP FOHDUO\ GHOLQHDWHV Final Fantasy as a historically and 
WHFKQRORJLFDOO\ PRPHQWRXV HYHQW WKH KXPDQ FKDUDFWHUV DUH LW FODLPV µYLUWXDOO\
indistingXLVKDEOHIURPOLYHKXPDQEHLQJV¶ ,QWKHVDPHSUHVVUHOHDVH*UHJ(VWHVRI
6*,FDOOV WKH ILOPD µPLOHVWRQHRI&*,PDJLF¶ DQGSUHGLFWV WKDW µK\SHU5HDOYLUWXDO
characters will be a part of the future of digital storytelling in Hollywood and around 
WKH ZRUOG¶ (Estes, 2001). This sentiment is shared by Sakaguchi, who states in an 
LQWHUYLHZWKDWµ>LW@KDVORQJEHHQWKHGUHDPWRFUHDWHDVXSHULRUFRPSXWHU-generated 
human character so real that a distinction cannot be made between it and that of a 
OLYHDFWLRQILOP¶ (Sakaguchi, 2001b). Such prophetic rhetoric expressed at the time of 




(Ebert, 2001) while Ian Freer for Empire Magazine called the experience akin to 
VHHLQJ µD PHGLXP H[SDQGLQJ LWV ERXQGDULHV EHIRUH \RXU YHU\ H\HV¶ )UHHU 
Final Fantasy VLPSO\ LV /LVD 6FKZDU]EDXP ZULWHV µD FLQHPDWLF DUW RI WKH IXWXUH¶
(Schwarzbaum, 2001). The accolade afforded to Final Fantasy went further: in line 
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ZLWK (VWHV¶V FODLP WKDW WKH YHULVLPLlitude of the animated characters is µYLUWXDOO\ 
LQGLVWLQJXLVKDEOH¶ IURP UHDO OLYLQJ SHRSOH WKH FULWLFV FRPPHQWLQJ RQ WKH ILOP LQ
2001 also seriously discussed the implications of a photorealistic film made without 
actors as a very real possibility in the near future. Schwarzbaum continues that Final 
Fantasy PD\RQO\EHWDNLQJµEDE\VWHSVWRGD\¶EXWµ>WKRVH@VWHSVRSHQSRVVLELOLWLHV
KXPDQ DFWRUV PLJKW ZHOO ZRUU\ DERXW¶  %RE *UDKDP QRWHG WKDW WKH ZLGH-
VSUHDGXVHRIYLUWXDODFWRUVLVµNQRFNLQJDWWKHGRRU¶*UDKDP 
Other writers were much more optimistic and announced that the age of the 
synthespian ± the digitally created actor indecipherable from the real thing ± as a 
future inevitability. Although this prediction for such digital doppelgängers has not 
come to past, in present day 2015, the pervasiveness of this idea permeated many 
publications at the turn of the century. For example, in an article for The Toronto 
Star published the same year as Final Fantasy¶V UHOHDVH 7\OHU +DPLOWRQ ZURWH a 
VSHFLDO RQ WKH µ' 9LHZ RI 7RPRUURZ¶ FDOOLQJ WKH ILOP WKH ILUVW ' DQLPDWLRQ WR
PDNHµKXPDQFKDUDFWHUVWKDWORRNEHOLHYDEOHDQGUHDO¶+DPLOWRQ$VDUHVXOW
Hamilton seriously entertains the possibility for a systematic replacement of actors 
with V\QWKHVSLDQ FRXQWHUSDUWV +H ZULWHV µ:K\ XVH D KXPDQ VWXQW SHUVRQ ZKHQ D
digital one will do? Why spend a fortune on Keanu [Reeves] when a cheaper digital 






synthetic thesSLDQV¶ 7D\ORU  5LFN )XOWRQ LQ DQ H[FOXVLYH article on Final 




does not predict the future development of synthespians, so much as report they are 
DOUHDG\KHUHµFinal Fantasy uses state-of-the-art virtual actors - known as vactors or 
V\QWKHVSLDQV¶ This stance is supported by Ruth La Ferla who notes that Aki from 
Final Fantasy is WKH µPRVW UHDOLVWLF RI D QHZ JHQHUDWLRQ RI FRPSXWHU-generated 
ERPEVKHOOV¶DOWKRXJKRWKHUH[DPSOHVRI VSHFLILFDOO\ IHPDOHGLJLWDOKXPDQEHLQJV
have been emerging elsewhere: La Ferla cites Webbie Tookay and Vivian 
Livingston as examples of synthespians who have been signed by prestigious 
modelling agencies (La Ferla, 2001).   
The prediction made at the beginning of the 21st Century that digitally created 
synthespians would soon overtake the need for human performers, particularly in 
film, were also discussed in other forums as well, including academia. Barbara Creed 
ZURWH D SLHFH IRU WKH µ0LOOHQQLDO 'HEDWHV¶ VHFWLRQ LQ Screen¶V VSHFLDO WXUQ-of-the-
FHQWXU\HGLWLRQRIWKHMRXUQDOZKLFKIRFXVHGRQWKHTXHVWLRQRIWKHµF\EHUVWDU¶&UHHG
ZULWHV WKDW µFHQWUDO¶ WR the effect of digital technology dominating cinematic 
SUDFWLFHVLVµWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIFUHDWLQJDYLUWXDODFWRURIUHSODFLQJWKHILOPVWDUWKH
carbon-based actor ... In the future, living actors may compete with digital images 
for the major roles in the ODWHVWEORFNEXVWHURUURPDQWLFFRPHG\¶&UHHG
7KLV µYLUWXDO DFWRU¶ &UHHG QRWHV FRXOG EH DQ RULJLQDO FUHDWLRQ RU WKH GLJLWDO
simulacrum of deceased stars, technologically brought back to life on the big screen. 
In either case the effect for the viewer could be quite unnerving: together with the 
JHQHUDO µIODWQHVV¶ RI WH[WXUH DQG VSDFH FUHDWHG E\ GLJLWDO ILOPPDNLQJ LQ SODFH RI
FHOOXORLG &UHHG TXHVWLRQV LI WKLV µRQH-GLPHQVLRQDOLW\¶ VHULRXVO\ LQKLELWV WKH
DXGLHQFHV¶ HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK VXFK V\QWKHWLc actors. She notes that synthespians are 
digital humans which may look authentic, but are lacking attributes associated with 
real humans: complex emotions and spontaneity which can only be procured by a 
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real, lived experience of the world. Creed concludes that synthespians are ± or will 
be ± µDFWRUVZLWKRXWDQ8QFRQVFLRXV¶ 
,QWHUHVWLQJO\ &UHHG¶V DUWLFOH ZDV SXEOLVKHG EHIRUH Final Fantasy¶V UHOHDVH VR LW
FDQQRW FRPPHQW XSRQ $NL 5RVV¶V LPSRUWDQFH WR VXFK GLVFXVVLRQV LQ WKH SRSXODU
press just a year later. However Creed does include reference to Final Fantasy in a 
re-publication of the above article in her book Media Matrix: Sexing the New 
Reality. Published in 2004, Creed edits the original article to include the now famous 
film but her conclusions remain the same: cyberstars are a real possibility and one 
must ponder the effect this will have for future audience engagement with unreal and 
non-OLYLQJ ERGLHV LQ WRPRUURZ¶V ILOPV ,Q WKLV UHVSHFW Final Fantasy provides an 
illuminating test-FDVH DQG &UHHG¶s inclusion of the film into her original analysis 
demonstrates how her point still remains. Indeed, not only does the creation of Aki 
IXOILO &UHHG¶V SUHGLFtion that the attempt to make digitally created human bodies 
realistic will occur, but the author alVR FLWHV WKH ILOP¶V QDUUDWLYH DV SRLJQDQWO\




WKLQJVDWWHPSWV WRHPSKDVLVH WKH µOLYLQJ¶QDWXUHRI$NLDQGKHUFRXQWHUSDUWV LQ WKH
ILOP WKXV GLVWUDFWLQJ WKH YLHZHU¶V DWWHQWLRQ away from the fact they are digitally 
UHQGHUHGDQGQRW OLYLQJDWDOO7KHVHFRQFOXVLRQVZULWWHQWZR\HDUVDIWHUWKHILOP¶V
release, demonstrate how the importance of the figure of the synthespian to 
SUHGLFWLRQVFRQFHUQLQJFLQHPD¶VIXWXUHFRQWLQXHVWRKROd significant influence in the 
HDUO\¶V7KLVSRLQWLVDOVRHYLGHQWLQWKHIDFWWKDW$NLZDVYRWHGLQWRMaxim¶V
µ+RW¶OLVWDQGDSSHDUHG± in a new bikini outfit ± RQWKHPDJD]LQH¶VFRYHUWKH
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first artificial woman ever to do so (Figure 3).7 The way the synthespian continued to 
occupy popular imagination is paralleled in S1m0ne (2002), released a year after 
Final Fantasy. The film, which tells the story of a failing director who replaces his 
leading lady with a digitally-created star, dramatizes the possible future usurpation of 
real actors with synthespians. Peter Rainer, reviewing S1m0ne on its release, writes 
WKDWWKHILOPµPDQDJHGWRFRPHXSZLWKVRPHWKLQJWKDWFUHGLEO\UHVHPEOHVWKHVKDSH
of things to come, Hollywood-VW\OH¶5DLQHU 
Final Fantasy and the media furore around synthespians it inspired at the time of its 
release helps to illuminate one of the central concerns of this thesis, as indicated at 
WKH EHJLQQLQJ , DP LQWHUHVWHG LQ FDSWXULQJ DQG DQDO\VLQJ WKHVH µWXUQLQJ SRLQWV¶ RI
technology, moments when films are made and sold as revolutionary in their 
representative ability and critics, spectators and academia respond accordingly. What 
makes these specific films significant historic markers in the wider tradition of 
cinema? In the case of Final Fantasy the answer to this question is intimately related 
to the rise of digital technologies in cinema. As evidenced above, a common theme 
in the discourse surrounding Final Fantasy concerns the prospect of actors being 
replaced by realistically rendered digital replacements, or synthespians. It should be 
noted that not all participants engaged in this discussion inspired by Final Fantasy¶V
release endorsed such hyperbolic conclusions. Many other writers noted, as Graham 
did, that such a revoOXWLRQµ>LV@QRWJRLQJWRKDSSHQDQ\WLPHVRRQ¶*UDKDP
,QGHHGHYHQWKHPDNHUVRIWKHILOPHPSKDVLVHWKDWVXFKDJRDOLVQRWWKHDLPµ,W¶V
[synthespians] a really silly idea ... No matter how good it gets, it will always be 
DQLPDWLRQ¶-RQHV1, 129). It should also be qualified that in highlighting Final 
                                                          
7
 Another example of Aki Ross crossing the boundary as a synthespian into other popular media 
RXWOHWV IRU VWDUV LV ZKHQ VKH ZDV LQFOXGHG LQ WKH µ,7 /LVW ¶ IRU Entertainment Weekly. See: 
http://web.archive.org/web/20010625105611/http://www.ew.com/ew/itlist/2001/7.html   
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Fantasy DV D µWXUQLQJ SRLQW¶ LQ FLQHPD KLVWRU\ LV QRW WR FODLP VXFK PDMRU
developments in the world of cinematic special effects occur in a vacuum: as Creed 
illuminates, the film is an extension of the extensive digital technologies that have 
been used in cinema since the late 1980s onwards.8 As such it is not my aim here to 
ignore the wider contexts of special effects, or to argue that the prediction for 
synthespian integration into film is (or was ever) going to happen. Rather, Final 
Fantasy represents a good example when several forums of debate were engaging in 
VXFK UKHWRULF GLVFXVVLQJ WKH IXQGDPHQWDO QDWXUH DQG SXUSRVH RI FLQHPD¶V VSHFLDO
effects. These questions, I contend, significantly focus on the representation of the 
human body.  
One only need consider the opening to Final Fantasy, as described earlier, to 
perceive the emphasis placed upon this representation of the body by the film itself. 
The true purpose of this scene is clearly to emphasise the verisimilitude of the body 
shown and the real star here is the minutiae: the pores of the skin and the texture of 
hair. In the case studies shown in future chapters, this attention to detail afforded by 
the films themselves shall be a reoccurring feature. It is also little surprise, then, that 
such emphasis is reflected in the critical reaction to the films and Final Fantasy is no 
exception. What is surprising is that such reactions were negative. For example, one 
UHYLHZHUZULWHV WKHµUHDOLVW human faces look shriekingly phoney precisely because 
WKH\
UH DOPRVW WKHUH EXW QRW TXLWH¶ %UDGVKDZ  $QRWKHU FDOOHG WKH GLJLWDO
KXPDQV D µVRXOOHVV PLPHRJUDSK RI KXPDQLW\  LW
V OLNH ZDWFKLQJ 'LVQH\ :RUOG
DQLPDWURQLFILJXUHVGRVRDSRSHUD¶Atkinson, 2001). A different critic described the 
&*, ERGLHV DV µNLQG RI FORVH WR UHDO EXW XOWLPDWHO\ MXVW KLJK-WHFK PDULRQHWWHV¶
=DFKDUHNDQGDQRWKHUZULWHUFRQFXUVµ>WKHFKDUDFWHUVDUH@DQHHULHVLPLOLWXGH
                                                          
8
 Examples of these include Tron (1982), Terminator 2: Judgement Day (1991) and Titanic (1997).   
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RIDQDFWRU¶*UDKDP:KHQFRPSDULQJ these reactions some patterns begin 
to emerge. One particular grievance for these critics is the anxiety concerning the 
FORVH MX[WDSRVLWLRQ EHWZHHQ WKH SRUWUD\DO RI UHDOLVWLF KXPDQ ERGLHV ZLWK µUHDO¶
human emotion, and the technology of special effects. The result, for these writers, is 
either the feeling that Final Fantasy FKDUDFWHUVDUHPHUHO\DQLPDWHGSXSSHWVµKLJK-
WHFKPDULRQHWWHV¶RU UHDOLVWLFKXPDQV ODFNLQJDFRQYLQFLQJ OLIH-VRXUFH µVRXOOHVV¶
Ironically for a film subtitled The Spirits Within, viewers of the film struggled to 
resolve the relationship between the realistic human body and the digital special 
HIIHFW7KHUHVXOWLVWKDWWKHFKDUDFWHUVEHFRPHVRPHWKLQJµWKHUHEXWQRWTXLWH¶DQLQ-
between entity which is not completely convincing but not wholly unreal either. 
It is here that the theory of the technological uncanny becomes important. As stated 
earlier the uncanny concerns that slippage of understanding where boundaries blur or 
become indistinct. For Freud an important uncanny trope is the uncertainty between 
what is alive or dead; the animate versus the inanimate. The films studied in this 
thesis, like Final Fantasy, directly challenge this distinction as well, calling into 
question how digital effects, particularly CGI, have affected the portrayal of other 
worlds on film, and particularly the human characters within it. At stake here is 
another slippage in definitions, this time between live-action and animation. Final 
Fantasy is not realistic enough to be live action (Aki is not mistaken by the viewer to 
be a real actor) yet the human characters have too high a degree of verisimilitude to 
adhere to those qualities traditionally associated with animation. In this sense, the 
unease evoked by Final Fantasy stems from the complexity over where the real 
human body exists behind and beyond the frame: can technology aim to produce 
µDXWKHQWLF¶ORRNLQJKXPDQERGLHVZLWKRXWWKHQHHGIRUWKHSKRWR-chemical processes 
of old, but with the same effect? Just as the concept of the uncanny explores what is 
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UHDOEHKLQGWKHLOOXVLRQDQGZKDW LV WKHµRULJLQDO¶DPRQJVW WKHVLPXODFUDVRWRRGR
these responses to Final Fantasy point to the wider debates surrounding film theory, 
particularly the idea of the trace or index. The index, as postulated by Charles 
Sanders Peirce, is a theory which highlights how (in the case of analogue cinema) 
the physical imprint of the referent present in the chemical processes of photography 
UHIOHFWV WKH XQLTXH OLQN WKH PHGLXP UHWDLQV WR WKH µUHDO¶ ZRUOG DV VHHQ LQ WKH
discussion RQ WKH 0F.LQOH\ ILOP 3DUW RI WKLV WKHVLV¶V LQYHVWLJDWLRQ LV WKHQ WR DVN
GRHVWKHWKHRU\RIWKHLQGH[KDYHDQ\HIIHFWRQDQDXGLHQFH¶VUHFHSWLRQRIDILOPDQG
in particular their engagement with the human body on-screen? I argue that it is the 
idea of the index which is significant to this relationship and informs the 
conceptualisation of this uncanny experience.  
Further Notes on Terminology and Methodology  
As will be apparent from the analysis above, my utilisation of the theory of the 
uncanny does noWUHIOHFW)UHXG¶VXVHRIWKHWHUPLQWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIKLVFDVWUDWLRQ
FRPSOH[WKHVLV)UHXG¶VHVVD\RQWKHXQFDQQ\UHPDLQVDQLPSRUWDQWGHSDUWXUHSRLQW
for this topic although I will historically situate the term and its tropes. Investigating 
the uncanny LQEURDGHU WHUPVZKLFK LQFOXGHEXWPRYHEH\RQG )UHXG¶V ZRUNZLOO
ERWK KHOS HOXFLGDWH WKH ODWWHU¶V FRQWULEXWLRQ WR WKH WRSLF IXUWKHU DQG LOOXPLQDWH
different avenues through which the uncanny can be explored. The technological 
uncanny is one such avenue, as discussed above. The phrase refers to a specific 
experience and the analysis in this thesis will seek to describe what such an 
experience feels like. The uncanny is not entirely positive but it is not wholly 
negative either; it is a feeling of intrigue, unease and excitement. The experience is 
related to the tropes of the double and automaton, which are concerned specifically 
with the representation of the human body. The parameters and contexts of this 
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experience may change in the periods I look at, but all are intertwined and 
comparable within the technological uncanny concept. This term therefore outlines a 
specific mode of spectatorship between the screen and the viewer; the display of 
spectacular visual effects and its reception by audiences. I identify the presence of 
the technological uncanny and its experience for viewers through the application of 
ZKDW,KDYHWHUPHGWKHµODQJXDJHRIWKHXQFDQQ\¶ 
This phrase points to three interconnected areas of interest which underpin my 
research. First, thiV µODQJXDJH¶ DFWV DV UHPLQGHU RI WKH KLVWRULFDO FRQWH[WV RI WKH
uncanny which begin in literature, and particularly the literary traditions of the 
Gothic. Second this language is identified in the audience responses I have gathered 
which either explicitly evoke the uncanny tropes outlined above or engage with the 
XQFDQQ\H[SHULHQFHRIWHFKQRORJ\E\FRQWHPSODWLQJXSRQWKHPHGLXP¶VRQWRORJLFDO
properties. For both early and digital cinema contexts, I focus my data collection on 
Western Europe and USA contexts, drawing upon major newspapers, trade journals, 
magazines, and blogs as well as published personal anecdotes9. It is from these 
responses that I shape my engagement with, and working definition of, the cinemas 
in question. This is not to claim the early or digital contexts as homogenous; indeed, 
revisionist histories into early cinema, for example, have emphasised the diversity of 
the period in terms of production and exhibition practices, audiences and films. A 
comparable trend is evident in the digital age: one significant impact of the 
digitisation of film is the increased variety of ways through which such texts are 
viewed, from domestic equipment (such as DVD players and computers) to mobile 
                                                          
9
 The focus on a Western context and audience for both time periods is one which appropriately 
reflects the archives and resources used in this research, as well as the themes covered by existing 
scholarship. This is not to forget the importance of other contexts or the research conducted in these 
areas (see, for example, the scope covered by Maltby et al. (2011) and the current scholarship 
summarised in Chapter 2). Indeed, the cultural and geographical specificity of the technological 
uncanny model I outline here is questioned by the popularisation of WKHWKHRU\RIWKHµXQFDQQ\YDOOH\¶
which originates from Japan. This is explored in further detail in Chapter 3.  
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devices like tablets and phones. To explore all these nuances is outside of the scope 
of this particular study and so my intervention into this discourse is to contextualise 
the responses I have collected against this complex backdrop and propose the 
technological uncanny as another lens through which this history can be evaluated. 
The difference in time periods means this research faced specific challenges unique 
to both contexts but the collected responses do still compare as I have utilised 
sources which have 19th Century and 21st Century equivalents (such as newspapers). 
In total, the research in this thesis is based upon my collection of 522 accounts of 
YLHZHUUHDFWLRQV7KHVHUHDFWLRQVLQHYLWDEO\GHOLQHDWHZKDWLVPHDQWE\µFLQHPD¶LQ
this thesis, especially for the early cinema period which is particularly difficult to 
define for the reasons outlined above. As Richard Maltby notes, the attempt to 
historically situate the experience of early cinema is particularly challenging as 
VFKRODUVVHHNµVRPHWKLQJDVLQVXEVWDQWLDODVGUHDPV«ZHSXUVXHWKHKHWHURJHQHRXV
puUSRVHV RI WKH XQLGHQWLILHG SDUWLFLSDQWV LQ D P\ULDG RI XQGRFXPHQWHG HYHQWV¶
(Maltby, 2011, 33). The reactions collected in this thesis result from these rare 
instances of documented events in specific viewing circumstances: films which were 
projected for public consumption in places which would evolve into the purpose-
built movie theatres we recognise today (such as the music halls). As such this thesis 
engages with a history of early cinema which emphasises what Robert C. Allen calls 
LWVµVRFLDOLW\¶; a facWRUZKLFKLVµRQHRIWKHPRVWVWULNLQJIHDWXUHVRIWKHH[SHULHQFHRI
FLQHPD IRU D KXQGUHG \HDUV¶ $OOHQ   Chapter 2 shall further explore the 
KLVWRU\RIWKLVµVRFLDOLW\¶DQGKRZWKHODQJXDJHRIWKHXQFDQQ\LQIXVHVWKHUHDFWLRQV
recorded from these early experiences of public or group film screenings in a 
Western context.     
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The language of the uncanny is also present in the scholarship which reflects upon 
the technology of visual effects from both time periods and the representation of the 
body too. Allen provides a useful example of this in his account of how to write the 
history of cinema and its experience. He notes how the changing of contemporary 
viewing habits means, today, µ>PRUH@ DQG PRUH PRYLH theatres serve as haunted 
KRXVHV¶ZKLFKµVXPPRn WKHJKRVWRIDE\JRQHHSRFK¶7KHFRPSDULVRQEHWZHHQ
early and digital eras is characterised here using the terminology of the uncanny: 
evocations of ghosts, hauntings and the double. Chapter 3 shall explore further 
examples of this trend which highlights again the cultural currency of the 
technological uncanny. Interestingly, Allen also extends such imagery in his 
GHVFULSWLRQ RI ILOP LWVHOI FDOOLQJ WKH PRYLQJ SLFWXUHV µXQQDWXUDO DFWV RI PD\KHP
>ZKLFK@IODVKRQWKHZDOOV¶7KHXVHRIWHUPµXQQDWXUDO¶VSHDNVWRWKHWHQVLRQV
between the verisimilitude of action and the use of visual effects outlined in the 
DQDO\VLV DERYH DQG WKLV LOOXPLQDWHV WKH ILQDO ZD\ LQ ZKLFK WKH µODQJXDJH RI WKH
XQFDQQ\¶ LV H[SORUHG LQ WKLV WKHVLV 7KLV ODQJXDJH LV , DUJXH, translated onto the 
screen by filmmakers. In the films analysed, the uncanny potential of the medium is 
incorporated into the portrayal of the body although the result of this differs: in some 
instances the uncanny is intentionally used and in others the experience is 
unintentionally provoked. The purpose behind such representations may also vary. 
As the above analysis of the McKinley film and Final Fantasy indicates, the films 
studied in this investigation are broad; the McKinley example is representative of the 
broad range of topics filmed in the early cinema period, including actualities, 
scientific demonstrations and fiction, whilst Final Fantasy reflects the different 
genres digital visual effects are used for, and the eclectic audiences for which they 
are aimed: Final Fantasy is a science-fiction tapping into an established computer 
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game franchise fan-base, whilst the Zemeckis case studies in Chapter 4 are 
predominantly literary adaptations aimed at family audiences. In all these cases, it is 
the representation of the human body which allows for comparison and indicates the 
cultural currency of the uncanny once again. The language of the uncanny evident 
from such a portrayal speaks to a wider metaphor on how the comparison between 
early and digital cinema is part of a larger narrative of the technological uncanny.   
I am concerned here with the realistic representation of the human body and the 
relationship this has to photorealistic aesthetics. These ideals are linked back to 
theories of indexicality and the filmic medium. However, it should be stressed that I 
am not arguing for a definition of cinema based on the index; rather, I contend the 
theory of the index is linked to the ideas present in the concept of the uncanny. These 
ideas orbit the audience responses collected and I argue that it is the idea of the index 
± rather than an argument that this theory is in reality an ontological truth ± which 
informs this reception. As stressed earlier, the relationship between theories of the 
index and the uncanny point to an analysis of film history which characterises 
technological changes in terms of continuity. This is not to conflate history by 
ignoring contextual differences, or to isolate these examples in a way which 
fragments this picture either. Instead the comparison emphasises continuity by 
juxtaposing these areas of engagement and the history of visual effects technology. 
The idea of the index is particularly prevalent in the portrayal and reception of new 
visual effects technologies: when technology is still new and novel and thus a 
catalyst for conceptualising what such changes mean for the understanding of the 
filmic human body and its mediation. As mentioned above, the technological 
uncanny unites these concerns under a larger, ongoing narrative.  
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Finally, I believe all these areas of research are encompassed by the phrase used in 
WKLV WKHVLV¶V WLWOH µD PLUURU LPDJH RI RXUVHOI"¶ 7KLV LV D TXRWDWLRQ IURP ( 7 $
+RIIPDQQ¶VThe Sandman ZKLFKLQVSLUHG)UHXG¶VUHVHDUFKRQWKHXQFDQQ\$
detailHG DFFRXQW RI WKH SKUDVH¶V UHOHYDQFH WR WKH KLVWRU\ DQG GHYHORSPHQW RI WKH
technological uncanny is explored in Chapter 1 but I offer some pertinent 
observations now. The phrase evokes the image of a human double which is at the 
heart of this research, and in this project the double is the technological 
reconstruction of the human body displayed on screen. This convergence between 
visual effects and the body evokes anxieties about machines becoming more human, 
or humans becoming more like machines. This is a notion which, in the 
WHFKQRORJLFDOXQFDQQ\¶VKLVWRU\GDWHVEDFNWRDWOHDVWWKHth Century. The addition 
RI D TXHVWLRQ PDUN LQWR +RIIPDQQ¶V TXRWH LV UHIOHFWLYH RI WKH FRQFHUQV ZKLFK UXQ
throughout this thesis. In what ways does the portrayal of the human body relate to 
the presentation of new cinematic technologies? How did viewers respond to this? 
What can such a comparison tell us about the relationship between cinema, 
technology, and the body? The framework of the technological uncanny offers a new 
way to interrogate these questions.  
Chapter Breakdown  
$V 0F.LQOH\¶V ILOP DSSHDUDQFH DQG Final Fantasy have shown, this thesis is 
interested in gauging moments of great technological change in the cinema, as 
guided by when such technologies engage with theories of the uncanny. On-going 
themes throughout this thesis will thus be the nature of special effects, realism, 
animation versus live action and the transformation of the human body through 
photographic recording or digital rendering techniques. Bringing these moments of 
change in the cinema into dialogue with each other reveals an interesting continuity: 
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the way the human body is presented on-screen continues to be a ripe site for the 
evocation of the uncanny LQGLFDWLQJ WKH FRQFHSW¶V UHQHZHG FXOWXUDO Furrency. To 
explore these themes this thesis shall isolate the major topics into separate chapters. 
In Chapter 1 I shall outline my definition of the technological uncanny for the 
SXUSRVHVRI WKLV WKHVLV7KLVFKDSWHU VKDOOEHJLQE\H[SORULQJ)UHXG¶V HVVD\ on the 
topic as he is the recognised authority on the concept. I will outline the tropes of 
)UHXG¶V,DPSDUWLFXODUO\ LQWHUHVWHGLQ± the double and the automaton ± and argue 
ZK\ WKHVH DUH VXLWHG WR D KLVWRULFDO LQYHVWLJDWLRQ LQWR WKH UHDFWLRQ RI FLQHPD¶V 
VSHFWDWRUV &RQWH[WXDOLVLQJ )UHXG¶V HVVD\ KLVWRULFDOO\ UHYHDOV WKH XQFDQQ\ WR EH D
much older phenomenon which can be attributed to the technological revolutions 
beginning in the 18th Century. As such, the theory of the uncanny developed in 
conjunction with ± and in response to ± the scientific developments which would 
lead to the birth of cinema. This is why I argue the technological uncanny has a very 
special link to the cinema and can explain more thoughtfully how audiences engaged 
with these early films. The definition of the technological uncanny I shall use is that 
the uncanny is an experience of uncertainty and unease towards the visual 
representation of a human body on the cinema screen. This hesitation of feeling 
compels the viewers to evaluate the nature of cinematic technology which is, in and 
of itself, a strange and uncanny practice of bringing the dead and inanimate back to 
life by mechanising the human form.   
In Chapter 2 I shall utilise this definition of the technological uncanny in the 
investigation of early cinema. Here I will show my methodology for investigating 
WKLVSDUWRIFLQHPD¶VKLVWRU\ZKLFKIRFXVHVRQWKHHDUO\SHULRGIURPDSSUR[LPDWHO\
1895 ± 1906. This snapshot of the early development of cinema is long enough to 
appreciate the variations in special effects on display at this time but stopping just as 
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many of these techniques become normalised ± and therefore no longer novel 
attractions ± a period which began with the solidification of the industry, as with the 
establishment of the studio system in the USA in the years following. This chapter 
shall outline the difficulties in defining such a time period due to the diversity of 
audiences and exhibition contexts. Such complexity originates from the poignant 
question posed by Stuart +DQVRQ µ:KHQ GLG FLQHPD begin"¶ +DQVRQ  
RULJLQDO HPSKDVLV +DQVRQ QRWHV WKDW µ>LW@ LV D VLPSOH TXHVWLRQ \HW OHVV VLPSOH WR
DQVZHU¶ 7KLV VLPSOLFLW\ LV LPSRVVLEOHSUHFLVHO\EHFDXVHRI WKH DIRUHPHQWLRQHG
complexities which reveal early cinema was not a monolithic, homogenous 
phenomenon. This chapter shall reflect upon these factors and outline how the 
technological uncanny offers another way of engaging with the intricacies of this 
history. My first central argument in this chapter is that the earliest films actively 
draw attention to the human body on the screen as an unusual and strange attraction, 
thus evoking the theory of the technological uncanny. This uncanny is pushed to the 
IRUHE\FLQHPD¶VGXDODELOLW\WRERWKIDLWKIXOO\UHFRUGWKHUealistic movements of the 
body but also mutate this familiar form into strange creations, as is seen in the trick 
films. I will explore this tension by looking particularly at the films of Georges 
Méliès. The portrayal of the body in such films, and the evidence from the audience 
responses collected, support the overall distinction I wish to uphold in this thesis: in 
general audiences did not react in fright to the images before them but rather actively 
engaged in evaluating the new technology on display before them. This is where the 
idea of the index becomes important in framing this experience within the concept of 
the technological uncanny.   
In Chapter 3 I move onto the second historical period of this comparison, outlining 
the background and technological developments in the late 20th and early 21st 
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Centuries which engage again with the technological uncanny. I have named this 
SHULRGWKHµGLJLWDODJH¶DVVKDOOEHH[SORUHGLQWKLVFKDSWHUWKHWHUPLVQRWWRVXJJHVW
that digital technologies suddenly emerge in cinema without precedent. Instead this 
period ± dating from the start of the millennium ± indicates a time when such 
technologies dominate visual effects in mainstream productions and inspire a broad 
range of scholarship reflecting upon this transition. The themes emerging out of this 
chapter shall be the importance of the index and the pro-filmic; live action versus 
animation; and the digital body and the sublime. I argue that, like other theorists, the 
index is important to understanding these changes and developments in cinema but 
WKHFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRIGLJLWDODVVWULFWO\µQRQ-LQGH[LFDO¶LVVRPHZKDWUHVWULFWLYHDQG
QRWGRHVDSSHDUWRHTXDWHWRYLHZHUV¶SHUFHSWLRQRIFLQHPD5DWKHULWLVWKH idea of 
WKH LQGH[ZKLFKHPHUJHV IURPVSHFWDWRUV¶ FRPPHntaries on digital films, which is 
integral to their potential to become uncanny. Just as early cinema spectators mused 
upon the possibility for cinema to record and (re)present real human bodies, so too 
does the digital enter this debate with technology such as CGI. The language of the 
uncanny once again becomes important as uncanny tropes permeate scholarship on 
this topic and are XVHGLQWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIWKHµXQFDQQ\YDOOH\¶WKHRU\:KLOVWWKLV 
theory reflects a renewed interest in the uncanny, I argue the concept is better 
understood under the historically contextualised traditions of the technological 
uncanny.   
Chapter 4 is where I focus on specific case studies which demonstrate the presence 
of the technological uncanny in the representation of the body in the digital age, and 
audience reaction towards them. As with the early cinema analysis, I will focus on a 
time period of approximately a decade, dating from the release of Final Fantasy in 
2001 and up to the release of Mars Needs Moms in 2011. These films not only focus 
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on innovative use of digital technologies but also draw attention to this display on 
both narrative and aesthetic levels. The human body is still the central focus as these 
films use a digital technology which promotes the creation of a realistically rendered 
human body as its main attraction: motion-capture technology. This technology uses 
the data collected from actors performing in special suits recording their movement 
as the basis for a digital character in the final film. Motion-capture therefore shows 
the intimate relationship between the body and the digital, and raises once again the 
LVVXHRIWKHLQGH[LVWKHUHDOKXPDQDFWRU¶VSUHVHQFHfelt in the final film? And what 
consequences does this have for film theory and the distinction between live action 
and animation? I address these questions through the work of Robert Zemeckis, 
analysing his motion-capture films made during this period: The Polar Express 
(2004), Beowulf (2007), and A Christmas Carol (2009). I argue that Zemeckis also 
engages with the language of the uncanny in his depiction of the motion-captured 
ERG\EXWGRHVVRLQRUGHUWRHPSKDVLVHWKHµOLIHQHVV¶RIKLVGLJLWDOFUHDWLRQV7KHVH
VWUDWHJLHVXOWLPDWHO\IDLODVYLHZHUV¶UHDFWLRQVLQGLFDWHWKDWWKHVHGLJLWDOERdies evoke 
an experience of the technological uncanny.   
In Chapter 5 I bring these two areas of comparison into direct dialogue again through 
my analysis of Hugo (2011). The film aptly incorporates the themes which are 
discussed across this project: the film was released at the end of the time period I am 
focusing on; it utilises digital visual effects technology; and it tells a story about the 
creation and reception of technology in early cinema by focusing on the story of 
Georges Méliès. The film re-lives the making ± and the reception ± of these early 
films, and portrays the close relationship such cinematic technologies share with 
previous mechanical developments, especially that of the automaton. Yet Hugo is 
equally about the technological possibilities of digital cinema and, by directly 
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combining old and new technologies within the narrative, Hugo offers further 
reflections on how these periods intersect. One of the consequences of the 
prevalence of digital technology in the contemporary age is that it is fundamentally 
changing how we can now interact with older forms of cinema, including that of 
early cinema. This chapter shall point to some of these new interactions and 
SDUWLFXODUO\WKHH[SHULHQFHRI0pOLqV¶VRULJLQDOZRUNVWKURXJK<RX7XEH,DUJXHWKat 
Hugo demonstrates the methodological basis for this project ± the comparison 
between early and digital technologies ± as well as illuminating ways the 
technological uncanny impacts upon the experience of the human body on-screen. 
The reactions I have gaWKHUHG IURP 0pOLqV¶V <RX7XEH H[LVWHQFH UHIOHFW KRZ WKH
technological uncanny remains relevant as the interaction between visual effects 
technologies and the depiction of the human body continues to fascinate, inspire and 

























Only rarely does the psychoanalyst feel impelled to engage in aesthetic 
LQYHVWLJDWLRQV«<HWQRZDQGWKHQLWKDSSHQVWKat he has to take an interest 
in a particular area of aesthetics, and then it is usually a marginal one that has 
been neglected in the specialist literature.  
 One such is the uncanny.                                   
(Freud, 1919, 123) 
)UHXG¶VRSHQLQJWR KLVVHPLQDOHVVD\µ7KH8QFDQQ\¶LQKDVLQDZD\WDNHQRQ
DQXQFDQQ\H[LVWHQFHRILWVRZQ)UHXG¶VH[SORUDWLRQRIWKHWKHRU\RIWKHXQFDQQ\± 
that unnerving experience of finding the familiar and the homely made unfamiliar ± 
has been explored in a broad of range of disciplines but uniting most of these diverse 
DSSOLFDWLRQV LV XQVXUSULVLQJO\ WKH XWLOLVDWLRQ RI )UHXG¶V LGHDV10. Freud appears to 
remain the authority on this concept and, as this chapter maintains, the point at which 
further investigations into the uncanny should begin. In this sense one could not 
imagine that had circumstances been different, as Freud implies, perhaps he would 
not have even considered the uncanny as worthy of investigation. As Michael 
$UQ]HQQRWHV µ2QHPLJKWVD\ WKDW WKLV LVQRWRQO\ WKH³FHQWXU\RI WKHXQFDQQ\´ 
EXWDOVRDFHQWXU\RIXQFDQQ\VFKRODUVKLS¶ $UQ]HQ$VWKLV WKHVLVZLOO
attest, the importance of studying the uncanny continues into the 21st Century but has 
origins which stretch further back than the 20th &HQWXU\)UHXG¶VHVVD\H[LVWVDVWKH
dominant voice in this wealth of scholarship but it is a strange work; despite his 
authority on the topic, there remains an absence, a kind of theoretical void 
                                                          
10
 These subject areas include architecture (Vidler, 1992), art history (Masschelein, 2011), sound 
(Spadoni, 2009), literature (Royle, 2003; Punter and Byron, 2004) and film (Mulvey 2006; Gunning). 
Many of these examples will be explored in this chapter.  
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surrounding the conceptualisation of the uncann\)UHXG¶VHVVD\TXLWHSDUDGR[LFDOO\
poses as many questions as it claims to answer: it does not completely achieve what 
its RSHQLQJVHWVRXW WRGRDQGLWQHYHUTXLWHVDWLVILHV WKHXOWLPDWHTXHVWLRQµZKDW LV
WKH XQFDQQ\"¶ ,W LV WKLV VWUDQJH FRQWUDGLFWLRQ which I am concerned with in this 
chapter. I, too, want to address this question and analyse how Freud answers this 
question ± and how he does not answer it. What motivates Freud to write about this 
concept? Why should such an investigation take place at that particular time and 
within the field of psychoanalysis? And, importantly, what bearing do these 
observations have upon the relationship between the uncanny and cinema; between 
ILOPLFERGLHVDQGYLHZHUV¶UHDFWLRQVWRWKHP" 
This chapter shall focus on answering these questions in order to establish two 
strands which will become the foundations of further investigation in this thesis. 
First, I shall define the uncanny as a physical experience of shock, unease and 
intrigue which occurs in reaction to intellectually challenging stimuli: for the cases 
outlined in this thesis, this is the challenge posed by particular ± and unusual ± 
representations of the human body on the cinema screen. Whether this filmic human 
is the body of a person filmed 120 years ago LQ FLQHPD¶V HDUOLHVW GD\V RU WKH
performing body of an actor converted into digital as with motion-capture 
technology used in recent years, these cinematic bodies pose fundamental questions 
FRQFHUQLQJ WKH FORVH MX[WDSRVLWLRQ RI WKH KXPDQ ERG\ DQG FLQHPD¶V technology. 
Does the cinema (re)present us with an image of real human bodies which are to be 
interpreted as the indexical recording of moving, organic forms? Or is the body 
necessarily transformed by the filming (and exhibiting) process and, if so, into what 
exactly? These questions focus on the conceptual slippages which occur when 
DQDO\VLQJ WHFKQRORJ\¶V UROH LQ UHSUHVHQWLQJ WKHKXPDQ IRUPRQ-screen: the tension 
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between the real and artifice; live-action and animation; analogue and digital 
processes; documenting bodies and altering them through visual effects.  
It is precisely these slippages which are responsible for why viewers can find the 
filmic body uncanny. This is evident by the language used in response to the films 
explored later in this thesis. These reactions draw on Freudian uncanny tropes ± the 
double, automata, ambiguity over what is living or dead ± in order to express what is 
strange and intriguing about the relationship between the photographically realistic 
human body and, as shall be explored throughout, its transformation through new 
and novel visual effects. The use of uncanny tropes to conceptualise these changes is 
also present in academic discourse and this, together with the terms used in the 
audience reactions, represent what I terP WKH µODQJXDJH RI WKH XQFDQQ\¶ 7KH
uncanny is, itself, a slippage in definitions between what is known and new; a 
blurring of boundaries between the familiar and the unhomely11. This chapter shall 
establish how the uncanny provides an illuminating theoretical framework for 
exploring different forms of filmic bodies and their relationship to definitions of the 
cinematic medium. The succeeding chapters use this characterisation of the uncanny 
in order to contextualise and compare two specific points in film history and visual 
effects technology which inspired extensive commentaries by film spectators and 
scholars alike: early cinema and the digital age.   
The second theoretical strand this chapter establishes is the importance of the history 
of automata and the figure of the double to my analysis. These areas of research form 
DQ LPSRUWDQW SDUW RI WKH XQFDQQ\¶V JHQHDORJ\ ZKLFK , H[SORUH EHORZ 7KH OLQN
between the double, automata, the uncanny and cinema is perhaps unsurprising: as 
                                                          
11
 As Freud discusses in his own work into the etymology of the word, unheimliche ± translated into 
English as the uncanny ± combines the homely (heim) with its opposite (the unhomely) in its very 
construction (Freud, 1919, 134). This is discussed in more detail below.  
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the above musings reveal, integral to this investigation are questions pertaining to the 
relationship between the human body and technology ± in this case, the technology 
of the cinema. Automata are an embodiment of this uncanny unification: mechanical 
machines which are often made in the human form and seek to mimic naturalistic 
movement. The experience of watching such automata ± as many spectators in the 
18th and 19th Centuries attested to ± is quite uncanny: the verisimilitude of an 
DQGURLG¶V DSSHDUDQFH DQG PRYHPHQW DFWV VLPXOWDQHRusly as both an uncanny 
reminder and distraction from WKHDXWRPDWRQ¶VFORFNZRUNLQVLGHV  
7KHUHIRUHWKHOLQHDJHRIWKHXQFDQQ\¶VKLVWRU\,VKDOOXWLOLVHLQP\RZQZRUNLVRQH
which is particularly concerned with the uncanny potential of technology: inventions 
which seek to recreate the human body in mechanical form. These creations are 
XQFDQQ\QRWRQO\EHFDXVHWKHERG\¶VDSSHDUDQFHPD\EHGXSOLFDWHG± the creation of 
a doppelgänger ± they are uncanny because this mechanised double is able to move; 
technology is given (and provides) the appearance of life. Such inventions evoke 
fundamental questions over what it is to be human or, more specifically, what it is to 
be human in a world where developing technologies can adopt the forms and 
functions of the body. I propose that these questions have been translated into 
cinema, where this relationship between the cinematic representation of the human 
form and its impact on spectators becomes a central tenet in the discussion of the 
medium in its earliest days, and then again over a century later as digital technology 
establishes itself as a dominant tool in filmmaking. What I am arguing for, then, is 
the technological uncanny: a specific response and accompanying theory which 
demonstrates how it is the merging of the human body with the mechanical which is 
vital to the uncanny experience. Automata ± and, later, cinematic images of the body 
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± HYRNH DQ XQFDQQ\ UHDFWLRQ WKURXJK WKH FRQWHPSODWLRQ RI WKH LQYHQWLRQ¶V
technology and its relationship to its human appearance.     
I will further establish the definition and rationale for the technological uncanny in 
WKLVFKDSWHUZKLFKLVGLYLGHGLQWRWKUHHPDLQVHFWLRQV)LUVW,DQDO\VH)UHXG¶VZULWLQJ
RQ WKH XQFDQQ\ DQG DV VKDOO EH VHHQ )UHXG¶V ZRUN RXWOLQHV VHYHUDO SDWKV RI
possibilities for exploring the uncanny. Interestingly, the psychoanalyst struggles to 
UHFRQFLOHWKHVHDSSURDFKHVDQG,DUJXHLWLVSUHFLVHO\WKHVWUDQJHQHVVRI)UHXG¶VWH[W
± its inaccuracies, contradictions and obscure conclusions ± which points the way to 
further exploration of WKH WRSLF , FRQWH[WXDOLVH WKH XQFDQQ\ LQ UHODWLRQ WR )UHXG¶V
larger oeuvre and contend that it is by approaching the concept through historical 
analysis that the two major uncanny tropes permeating this investigation can be fully 
understood. To illuminate the relevance of this history to my definition of the 
technological uncanny, and how it is used in future chapters, I will use the nuances 
RI WKH SKUDVH µD PLUURU LPDJH RI RXUVHOI¶ WR VWUXFWXUH WKHVH LGHDV 7KH ZRUGV DUH
dialogXHVSRNHQE\&ODUDLQ+RIIPDQQ¶VThe Sandman, a major literary influence on 
)UHXG¶VZRUNDQGWKHTXRWHDSSHDUVLQWKHWLWOHRIWKLVWKHVLV7KHUHOHYDQFHRI&ODUD
WR +RIIPDQQ¶V WDOH ± and how this character relates to the major themes of the 
)UHXG¶V WH[W ± shall be considered in due course but, for now, I want to use the 
striking image evoked by the words as a way of illuminating the complex history of 
the uncanny and structuring sections two and three.   
,Q VHFWLRQ WZR , FRQVLGHU WKH µRXUVHOI¶ SDUW RI &ODUD¶V PHWDSKRU KRZ WKH
technological means to construct the human body ± WRFUHDWHµRXUVHOI¶LQPHFKDQLFDO
form ± is an integral part of the development of automata. The automaton is at the 
KHDUW RI XQGHUVWDQGLQJ )UHXG¶V DQDO\VLV DQG LWV ZLGHU KLVWRULFDO Uelevance. The 
DXWRPDWRQLVDNH\ILJXUHLQ+RIIPDQQ¶VZRUNDQGRWKHUOLWHUDU\H[DPSOHV, and this 
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points to the importance of the language of the uncanny. This section will reveal how 
it is the creation of the human form through technological means which is key to my 
definition of the technological uncanny as it shall be used in future chapters. In the 
WKLUGVHFWLRQ,IRFXVRQWKHµPLUURU¶SDUWRI&ODUD¶VSKUDVH+HUH,DPFRQFHUQHGZLWK
WHFKQRORJ\¶V DELOLW\ WR FUHDWH RWKHU IRUPV RI GRXEOH DQG LQ SDUWLFXODU, those 
technologies and practices which focus on the reproduction of the human body 
WKURXJK SURMHFWLRQ DQG HYHQWXDOO\ SKRWRJUDSK\ , DUJXH WKDW LW LV SKRWRJUDSK\¶V
perceived relationship to the index ± the idea of images retaining an essence of trace 
of the object photographed ± ZKLFKLVLQWHJUDOWRWKHWHFKQRORJ\¶VXQFDQQ\SRWHQWLDO
This potential informs the reception of early cinema and my definition of the 
technological uncanny. The history of the double therefore reveals a specific mode 
of spectatorship: a viewer who marvels at the realism of the illusion of this doubling 
but is encouraged to think about the processes of this mediation. This chapter will 
conclude with a short section outlining my definition of the technological uncanny as 
result of this analysis. As I will show, the technological uncanny finds its roots 
within the 18th and 19th Centuries which are inextricably linked to the emergence and 
experience of the human body as uncanny. To illuminate this link I begin, once 
again, with Freud.     
)UHXG¶V8QFDQQ\ 
Freud states straightaway at the beginning of his article a definition for the uncanny: 
WKHXQFDQQ\ LV WKDWZKLFKµEHORQJV WR WKHUHDOPRI WKHIULJKWHQLQJRIZKDWHYRNHV
IHDUDQGGUHDG¶)UHXG+RZHYHUWKHXQFDQQ\LVGLIIerent from general 
feelings of horror and it is through his investigation of the German word unheimlich 
WKDW )UHXG ILQGV D IRUWXQDWH FRLQFLGHQFH µ+HLPOLFK WKXV EHFRPHV LQFUHDVLQJO\
ambivalent, until it finally merges with its antonym unheimlich. The uncanny (das 
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Unheimliche µWKH XQKRPHO\¶ LV LQ VRPH ZD\ D VSHFLHV RI WKH IDPLOLDU das 
HeimlicheµWKHKRPHO\¶¶7KHXQIDPLOLDUWKHUHIRUHLVQRWHQRXJKLQRUGHUIRU
DQ RFFXUUHQFH RU LQWHUDFWLRQ WR EH H[SHULHQFHG DV XQFDQQ\ VRPHWKLQJ µPXVW EH
added to WKHQRYHODQGWKHXQIDPLOLDULILWLVWREHFRPHXQFDQQ\¶)UHXGEULHIO\
discusses his theory in relation to some common uncanny occurrences and objects, 
including the automaton. But the main focus of his analysis, around which his 
subsequent analysiVZLOO RUELW LV(7$+RIIPDQQ¶V The Sandman. Published in 
+RIIPDQQ¶VVKRUWVWRU\IRFXVHVRQWKHWURXEOHGOLIHRIDPDQQDPHG1DWKDQLHO
$V D FKLOG 1DWKDQLHO EHFRPHV IL[DWHG XSRQ WKH ILFWLRQDO ILJXUH RI µ7KH 6DQGPDQ¶
who was said to prey on naughty children refusing to go to bed by removing their 
eyes. The young Nathaniel identifies this horrific figure as a lawyer named 
&RSSHOLXV DQG DIWHU WKH ER\¶V IDWKHU GLHV LQ DQ DFFLGHQW WKLV PDQ ± the object of 
1DWKDQLHO¶V WHUURU± mysteriously disappears1DWKDQLHO¶VFKLOGKRRG WUDXPDJDLQVD
revival when, as a student, he is at first convinced that an optician named Coppola is 
none other than the evil Coppelius. His fiancée Clara convinces him, momentarily, 
this is not the case and, in the meantime Nathaniel devotes more and more of his 
time watching the home of a university professor, Spalanzani, because in one 
ZLQGRZKHFDQVHHWKHSURIHVVRU¶VVWUDQJHGDXJKWHU2O\PSLD-XVWDVKLVORYHIRUWKH
girl has overwhelmed him so much that he plans to propose, Nathaniel encounters a 
heated argument between Coppola and Spalanzani where it is revealed that Olympia 
LVLQIDFWDQDXWRPDWRQ7KHVLJKWRIWKHJLUO¶VV\QWKHWLFDQGGHWDFKHGH\HVHYRNHVD
fresh delirium in Nathaniel, who is committed to an asylum. Sometime later 
Nathaniel is reunited with his fiancée Clara who, when out walking together one day, 
decide to climb the tower in the town square. Nathaniel sees Coppola in the crowd 
and, with his madness induced again, attempts to throw Clara over the edge of the 
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steeple. As the townspeople rush to save her, Nathaniel eventually spares Clara and 
throws himself over the side, onto the stone floor below. Coppola disappears into the 
crowd.  
)UHXGREVHUYHVWKDWµWKHDXWKRUOHDYHVXVLQGRXEWDVWRZKHWKHUZHDUHGHDOLQg with 
the initial delirium of the panic-stricken boy or an account of events that must be 
WDNHQDVUHDOZLWKLQWKHZRUOGUHSUHVHQWHGLQWKHWDOH¶7KLVDPELJXLW\FDQEH
located in the doubling of the characters Coppelius/Coppola/The Sandman which 
may represent the presence of real doppelgängers or these doubles could be the 
ILFWLWLRXV LPDJLQLQJV RI 1DWKDQLHO¶V GLVWXUEHG LPDJLQDWLRQ )RU )UHXG WKH PRVW
UHOHYDQW SDUW RI +RIIPDQQ¶V VWRU\ LV ZLWKLQ µWKH ILJXUH RI WKH 6DQG-Man, and 
therefore to the idea oIEHLQJUREEHGRIRQH¶VH\HV¶ZKLFKµLVTXLWHRIWHQDVXEVWLWXWH
IRUWKHIHDURIFDVWUDWLRQ¶-9). The nucleus of the uncanny is, according to Freud, 
the castration complex: a fear which can be traced back to childhood and is the 
ultimate representation of the strangely familiar or unheimlich. There are two sources 
through which this uncanny process can occur: infantile fears or infantile wishes or 
beliefs. The latter relates to the automaton and thus the unease over what is animate 
or inanimate, living or artificial. Freud expands his thesis to include a range of 




uncanny is summarised as thus:     
[The] uncanny element we know from experience arises either when 
repressed childhood complexes are revived by some impression, or when 
primitive beliefs that have been surmounted appear to be once again 
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confirmed ... in real life it is sometimes impossible to distinguish between the 
two species of the uncanny that we have posited. As primitive convictions are 
closely linked with childhood complexes, indeed rooted in them, this blurring 
of the boundaries will come as no great surprise (155).    
)UHXG¶VFRPPHQWDU\RQ+RIIPDQQLVE\IDUWKHPRVWLOOXPLQDWLQJSDVVDJHLQKLVWH[W
Freud RIIHUVDFRPSHOOLQJLQWHUSUHWDWLRQRI+RIIPDQQ¶VWDOHZKLFKFDSWXUHVWKHHHULH
PRRG RI WKH DPELJXLW\ VXUURXQGLQJ 1DWKDQLHO¶V YHUVLRQV RI HYHQWV LQ WKH VWRU\
However, Freud quickly begins to doubts the conclusions he draws from the story. 
At first Freud asserts with confidence how one should distinguish between the 
uncanniness of real life experiences from those in fiction, and even the latter should 
make this difference clear in the construction of the story world. Yet Freud 
undermines his own argument by WKHQ FODLPLQJ µ7KLV LV WKH IDFW WKDW DQ XQFDQQ\
HIIHFWRIWHQDULVHVZKHQWKHERXQGDU\EHWZHHQIDQWDV\DQGUHDOLW\LVEOXUUHG¶
In this instance the blurring of boundaries is integral to experiencing the story as 
uncanny. Freud also struggles with his different methodological approaches. The 
essay opens on an etymology of the word unheimlich which reveals the uncanny to 
be an experience of the familiar made strange. However Freud attempts to prove this 
thesis through several disparate areas of inquiry including: the close-textual analysis 
RI +RIIPDQQ¶V ZRUN DSSO\LQJ KLV LGHDV WR UHDO LQVWDQFHV RI WKH H[SHULHQFH DQG
OLQNLQJWKLVDOOEDFNWRWKHDQ[LHWLHVIRVWHUHGLQFKLOGKRRG)UHXG¶VDUJXPHQWIRUWKH
castration complex, return of the repressed and the experience of the familiar made 
unhomely as all embodiments of the uncanny translate awkwardly onto each other. 
Indeed, Freud¶V assertion to have finally explained the uncanny is undermined near 
WKH HQG ZKHQ KH DGPLWV KLV DQDO\VLV GLG QRW µH[KDXVW WKH SRVVLELOLWLHV¶  ,
believe the reason for these difficulties is revealed by considering the findings of 




pre-GDWHV )UHXG¶V H[SORUDWLRQ RI WKH WRSLF -HQWVFK¶V LQIOXHQFH RQ )UHXG¶V ZRUN LV
evident as both authors identify the blurring of boundaries as key to an uncanny 
experience: Jentsch notes that an uneasy feeling can arise when what is known 
EHFRPHV µQHZIRUHLJQKRVWLOH¶ -HQWVFK   -HQWVFK DOVR OLQNV KLV
FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQRIWKHFRQFHSWWRODQJXDJHILQGLQJWKHVDPHµIRUWXQDWHIRUPDWLRQ¶
in unheimlichQRWLQJWKDWµWKHZRUGVXJJHVWV WKDWD ODFNRIRULHQWDWLRQLVERXQGXS
with the LPSUHVVLRQRIWKHXQFDQQLQHVVRIDWKLQJRULQFLGHQW¶$VVXFKWKHWZR
writers adopt very similar approaches ± -HQWVFKDOVRRIIHUVDUHDGLQJRI+RIIPDQQ¶V
work ± and construct comparable conclusions.  
However, where Freud wants to account for the uncanny in its entirety ± to pin down 
this strange experience through theoretical discourse ± Jentsch aims instead for a 
µZRUNLQJGHILQLWLRQRIWKHFRQFHSW¶,WLVWKLVµZRUNLQJGHILQLWLRQ¶ZKLFK)UHXG
forcibly rejects in his own work. Jentsch writes that the experience of the uncanny is 
UHIOHFWLYHRIDQµLQWHOOHFWXDOXQFHUWDLQW\¶RQEHKDOIRIWKHYLHZHU WRH[SHULHQFHWKH
uncanny is to suffer a cognitive dissonance, struggling to comprehend the event 
SHUFHLYHGLQUHODWLRQWRWKHPLQG¶VLQWHUSUHWDWLRQRf this situation. This highlights the 
difference between the two theorists again. For Freud, the uncanny is a universal 
concept, applicable to all because of the processes of repression inherent in the mind. 
For Jentsch, the uncanny occurs only when the mind's capacity for conceptualisation 
is challenged. In this way the writers envision very different characterisations of the 
XQFDQQ\ ZLWK )UHXG DVVHUWLQJ µ7KH QRWLRQ RI LQWHOOHFWXDO XQFHUWDLQW\ LQ QR ZD\
KHOSVXVWRXQGHUVWDQGWKLVXQFDQQ\HIIHFW¶Neither writer presents an account 




susceptible to uncanny effects than the sophisticated or intelligent. Freud, on the 
other hand, forces his conclusions to fit his idea of the castration complex which 
remains unsupported by his research and gender-HVVHQWLDOLVW <HW -HQWVFK¶V ZRUN
KHOSVWRLOOXPLQDWHZK\)UHXG¶VRZQZULWLQJVRQWKHWRSLFDSpear so disjointed and 
contradictory. The phrase µLQWHOOHFWXDOXQFHUWDLQW\¶± ZKHQVHWDVLGHIURP-HQWVFK¶V
personal interpretation of the term ± DSWO\ UHIOHFWV WKH SURFHVVHV )UHXG¶V ZRUN
struggles with. Freud displays uncertainty in many of his conclusions; these are 
stated with force at the beginning but quietly questioned elsewhere in the essay as 
DQRWKHU LGHD RU WURSH GLVWUDFWV KLP 8QFHUWDLQW\ LV HYHU\ZKHUH LQ )UHXG¶V ZULWLQJ
µ:H DUH IDFHG WKHQ ZLWK D WH[W DQG LWV KHVLWDWLQJ VKDGRZ¶ &L[RXV  25). 
Hugh Haughton observes this facet is because Freud is too quick to dismiss Jentsch: 
µ>)UHXG@ FRQVWDQWO\ UHWXUQV WR >-HQWVFK¶V µLQWHOOHFWXDO XQFHUWDLQW\¶ WKHRU\@ DV LI
haunted by an uncertainty about the uncertainty principle that he claims to have 
banLVKHG¶+DXJKWRQ[OLLL3DUDGR[LFDOO\LWLVWKLVUHWXUQWRXQFHUWDLQW\ZKLFK
LV WKH VWUHQJWKRI )UHXG¶VZRUNDQG LOOXPLQDWHV ZK\KLV HVVD\FRQWLQXHV WR LQVSLUH
DQG LQWULJXH IHOORZ VFKRODUV RQ WKH WRSLF RI WKH XQFDQQ\ )UHXG¶V XQFHUWDLQWLHV
demonstrate what it is to feel an uncanny experience and attempt to comprehend this: 
µ7RZULWHDERXWWKHXQFDQQ\DV)UHXG¶VHVVD\PDNHVDGPLUDEO\FOHDULVWRORVHRQH¶V
bearings, to find oneself immersed in the maddening logic of the supplement, to 
engage with DK\GUD¶5R\OH 
Anneleen Masschelein also comments that the strangely familiar nature of the 
XQFDQQ\DQGDQXQFDQQ\H[SHULHQFHLVUHIOHFWHGLQWKHXQFHUWDLQW\RI)UHXG¶VHVVD\
Several other writers, investigating the uncanny at the end of the 20th Century in 




2011, 2): a process of deconstruction whereby the uncanny can ± and does ± lurk 
HYHU\ZKHUH LQ DOO GLVFLSOLQHV 7KLV LV VXSSRUWHG E\ $UQ]HQ¶V DIRUHPHQWLRQHG
REVHUYDWLRQWKDWWKHUHLVDSOHWKRUDRIµXQFDQQ\VFKRODUVKLS¶IRUDQXQFDQQ\FHQWXU\
Stanley Cavell is an example of this trend, finding the uncanny in the everyday in 
what KH WHUPV µWKH XQFDQQLQHVV RI WKH RUGLQDU\¶ µWKH VHQVH RI WKH KXPDQ DV
LQKHUHQWO\ VWUDQJH VD\ XQVWDEOH LWV TXRWLGLDQ DV IRUHYHU IDQWDVWLF¶ &DYHOO 
154). This argument is SXUVXHGE\%DUEDUD&UHHGZKRDUJXHVIRUWKHXQFDQQ\LQµRXU
everyday conditiRQ¶DVFDQEHVHHQby the representation of sexuality (Creed, 2005, 
483). These two examples reflect 0DVVFKHOLHQ¶V REVHUYDWLRQ WKDW µWKH XQFDQQ\ 
DIIHFWVDQGKDXQWVHYHU\WKLQJ¶7KLVVFKRODUVKLSRQWKHXQFDQQ\WKXVHPERGLHVD
strange double movement: the uncanny refers to a very specific experience which 
)UHXG¶V ZRUN LV FHQWUDO WR XQGHUVWDQG EXW WKLV H[SHULHQFH FDQ EH SURYRNHG E\ D
variety of catalysts so that the mutability of the term is used for differing theoretical 
purposes. It is this paradoxical QDWXUH RI WKH XQFDQQ\¶V SUHVHQFH LQ DFDGHPLF
GLVFRXUVH ZKLFK PRWLYDWHV 0DVVFKHOHLQ WR FKDUDFWHULVH WKH XQFDQQ\ DV µWKH
XQFRQFHSW¶6KHZULWHVWKDWWKHXQFDQQ\KDVDFHUWDLQPHWDSKRULFDOµVWLFNLQHVV¶DERXW
LWZKLFKLVDEOHWRKROGWRJHWKHUµDFOXVWHURIKHWerogeneous conceptual elements like 
a Band-$LGRUDGKHVLYHWDSH¶0DVVFKHOHLQFRQWLQXHV 
>7KH XQFRQFHSW@ DOVR VHUYHV DV D UHPLQGHU RI WKH >XQFDQQ\¶V@ SHFXOLDU
ORFDWLRQµLQEHWZHHQ¶RUµRQWKHYHUJH¶RQWKHYHUJHRIVOLGLQJIURPWKHSODQH
of immanence onto the plane of composition and vice versa, on the verge 
between concept and affect, and on the verge of no longer being a concept, of 
dissipating again into chaos or into doxa and emerging from it in unexpected 
ways (11). 
Importantly, Masschelein argues that this conceptualisation of the uncanny occurs 
numerous years after Freud first published his essay, as the work fell out of favour 
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for several decades. It was only in the 1970s and 1980s ± ZKHQ)UHXG¶VXQFDQQ\ZDV
rediscovered by theorists ± that the conceptualisation process of the uncanny 
RFFXUUHG ,W LV IRU WKLV UHDVRQ WKDW 0DVVFKHOHLQ DUJXHV µthe Freudian uncanny is a 
late-twentieth century theoretical concept¶<HWWKLVLVQRWWRVD\WKDWRQHFDQQRW
LGHQWLI\ VSHFLILF LQIOXHQFHV ZLWKLQ )UHXG¶V ideas which help to illuminate the 
LQVSLUDWLRQVEHKLQGKLVZRUNDQGKRZWKHHVVD\ILWVLQWR)UHXG¶VODUJHURHXYUH
0DVVFKHOHLQ REVHUYHV WKDW )UHXG¶V FHQWUDO WKHVLV ± that an uncanny experience 
signals the return of the repressed ± is an idea that can EH WUDFHG EDFN WR )UHXG¶V
earlier work on Totem and Taboo from 1913. In this latter work (which consists of 
four essays) Freud describes different cultural practices whereby objects, rituals or 
SHRSOH DUH PDGH µWDERR¶ ± and unheimlich. Neil Hertz argues tKDW WKH XQFDQQ\¶V
LQIOXHQFH RQ )UHXG¶V WKLQNLQJ FDQ EH WUDFHG HYHQ IXUWKHU EDFN DV KH QRWHV )UHXG
PDNHV UHIHUHQFH WR DQ ROG GUDIW RI WKH HVVD\ IURP PDQ\ \HDUV EHIRUH µSHUKDSV DV
ORQJ DV D GR]HQ \HDUV¶ +HUW]   )URP WKLV SHUVSHFWLYH µ7KH 8QFDQQ\¶
FRUUHODWHVWR)UHXG¶VORQJHULQYHVWLJDWLRQLQWRDQWKURSRORJ\ZKLFKKHXWLOLVHVIRUWKH
benefit of psychoanalysis. The development of this methodology can be seen in the 
ODWHUHVVD\ZKHUH)UHXGWUDQVODWHVWKHµSULPLWLYH¶SUDFWLFHVRIDOLHQFXOWXUHVLQWR the 
µSULPLWLYH¶ DUHDV RI WKH PLQG WKH XQFDQQ\ RFFXUV ZKHQ UHSUHVVHG PHPRULHV DQG
experiences return from the subconscious into the conscious mind. Such memories 
are uncanny precisely because they probably took place during childhood ± that 
µSULPLWLYH¶VWDJHRIDQDGXOW¶VOLIH 
There is another historical reason ± H[WHUQDO WR )UHXG¶V RZQ SV\FKRDQDO\WLFDO
thinking ± which also explains why the uncanny would be of interest near the 





VXFK µ7KH 8QFDQQ\¶ PXVW DOVR EH HYDOXDWHG DV )UHXG¶V DWWHPSW WR XQGHUVWDQG LQ
psychoaQDO\WLFDOWHUPVWKHUHDOWUDXPDRIWKHZRUOG¶VILUVWPRGHUQZDU$V$QWKRQ\
9LGOHU REVHUYHV µ7KH 8QFDQQ\¶ LQFRUSRUDWHV µPDQ\ REVHUYDWLRQV RQ WKH QDWXUH RI
anxiety and shock that [Freud] was unable to include in the more clinical studies of 
VKHOOVKRFN¶1992, 7). The huge political, social and economic effects of World War 
I upon the Western world ± which was soon disrupted again by the outbreak of 
World War II 21 years later ± SDUWLDOO\ H[SODLQV WKH XQFDQQ\¶V ORQJHYLW\ DV D
concept:  
Thus historicized, the uncanny might be understood as a significant 
psychoanalytical and aesthetic response to the real shock of the modern, a 
trauma that, compounded by its unthinkable repetition on an even more 
terrible scale during World War II, has not been exorcised from the 
contemporary imaginary. Estrangement and unhomeliness have emerged as 
the intellectual watchwords of our century (9).           
Therefore one of the questions asked at the start of this chapter ± why Freud should 
write about such a concept as the uncanny in 1919 and within the realm of 
psychoanalysis ± has been partially answered. But this is not the whole story. 
-HQWVFK¶V SDSHU RQ WKH FRQFHSW ZDV SXEOLVKHG LQ , eight years before WWI, 
indicating that the uncanny as a term was already in use12; indeed, one can deduce 
IURP -HQWVFK¶V LQWHUHVW LQ LW WKDW the topic was significant enough to warrant 
DFDGHPLFLQYHVWLJDWLRQ$V5R\OHREVHUYHVµ7KHXQFDQQ\KDVDKLVWRU\WKLVLVDIDFW
that Freud scarcely acknowledges, even if its significance is at issue everywhere in 
KLV HVVD\¶ 5R\OH   ,W LV WKLV µKLVWRU\¶ ZKLFK , ZRXOG OLNH WR H[WUDSRODWH
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 ,I DV +HUW] VXJJHVWV )UHXG PD\ KDYH EHHQ LQYHVWLJDWLQJ WKH WRSLFV SHUWLQHQW WR µ7KH 8QFDQQ\¶
several years before, it still remains unclear if Freud used the term unheimlich explicitly in these 




IXUWKHU ,Q FRQWUDVW WR 0DVVFKHOHLQ¶V DSSURDFK ± ZKLFK PDLQWDLQV WKH FRQFHSW¶V
crucial development in the 20th century ± I would like to contextualise the uncanny 
within the 18th and 19th &HQWXULHV,WLVKHUH,DUJXHWKDWWKHXQFDQQ\¶VHPHUJHQFHLV
revealed as a direct response to particular scientific and technological developments 
which pre-date those which defined the world wars. The technologies include: the 
industrialisation and mechanization of the workforce in the 18th Century; the 
development of steam technology and locomotives; the expansion of medical 
knowledge and practices; and a proliferation in the invention of optical illusions and 
devices. These technologies are inextricably intertwined with the history of the 
uncanny tropes of the double and automata and it is out of these contexts that 
technology for the cinema develops, as shall be seen in the next chapter on early 
cinema. Elucidating this olGHU KLVWRU\ RI WKH XQFDQQ\ ZLOO VKRZ KRZ )UHXG¶V
conception of the uncanny can be better understood and it is through this process that 
the technological uncanny will be characterised and defined. As highlighted earlier, 
to outline this history I will use &ODUD¶V HYRFDWLYH SKUDVH ± µD PLUURU LPDJH RI
RXUVHOI¶± to consider this history in two parts, beginning with automata.   
µ2XUVHOI¶LQMechanical Form: the Automaton  
I contend that one way to simultaneously better understand the elusiveness of 
)UHXG¶VZRrk and isolate my definition for the technological uncanny in respect to 
cinema is to understand the history of the automaton. In this section I illustrate how 
the automaton comes to symbolise the fusion between technological innovation and 
the human body. 7KLVXQQDWXUDOPDUU\LQJLVHPEOHPDWLFRIWKHFHQWUDOWURSHV)UHXG¶V
essay identifies: there is blurring between the organic and the mechanical, living and 
the dead, animate and inanimate. The automaton is a liminal figure, occupying the 
unusual space between these binaries which can evoke feelings of intrigue and 
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unease. The automaton is also a figure evoked in audience reactions to new visual 
effects technologies on the cinema screen; the filmic bodies are compared to these 
mechanical creations and this metaphor evident again in scholarship on the topic. 
This section therefore elucidates the importance of analysing the uncanny through 
ODQJXDJHDQGWKLVLVDNH\FRPSRQHQWLQWKLVWKHVLV¶VPHWKRGRORJ\7KLVVHFWLRQZLOO
underline the importance of language by showing how the uncanny ± and its key 
trope the automaton ± originates in literature.   
,WLVSDUWLFXODUO\DSWWKDW)UHXGVKRXOGDUJXHKLVFDVHIRUWKHXQFDQQ\LQDQµDHVWKHWLF
LQYHVWLJDWLRQ¶ VSHFLILFDOO\ D OLWHUDU\ RQH IRFXVVLQJ RQ +RIIPDQQ¶V The Sandman. 
Appearing in 1816, it is an iconic literary tale in the horror fiction tradition and 
LQWHUVHFWVZLWK+RIIPDQQ¶VDVVRFLDWLRQWRWKH5RPDQWLF0RYHPHQWHPHUJLQJLQWKH
late 18th Century. Yet the story, like this movement, is equally invested in another 
tradition, that of the Gothic. Similar to Romanticism, Gothic fiction was not a 
unified movement of a few writers, following agreed narrative tropes toward a 
specific end. Rather, retrospective analysis can identify a series of literary 
conventions, also beginning in the 18th Century, which draw on particular contextual 
developments and anxieties that have since been grouped together as the Gothic 
tradition. Gothic literature concerns eerie representations of life and events which 
challenge or threaten the well-being of central protagonists. These stories are 
indebted to the uncanny: suspenseful, unusual occurrences which question the 
binaries Freud identifies as integral to the uncanny experience (animate/inanimate, 
life/death, etc.) permeate this literary tradition. Indeed, David Punter and Glennis 
%\URQ VHH µWKH UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ RI WKH XQFDQQ\ LV DW WKH FRUH RI *RWKLF VLQFH >WKH
Gothic], like the uncanny, deals in the constant troubling of the quotidian, daylight 
certainties within the context of which one miJKWSUHIHU WR OHDGRQH¶V OLIH¶ 3XQWHU
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DQG %\URQ   7KLV OLQN LV GHPRQVWUDWHG E\ (GJDU $OOHQ 3RH¶V VWRU\ The 
Fall of the House of Usher ± itself an example of this literary fiction and published 
WZR GHFDGHV DIWHU +RIIPDQQ¶V ZRUN ± which features a description remarkably 
VLPLODU WR3XQWHU¶V DQG%\URQ¶V FRPSDULVRQRI WKH*RWKLF DQGXQFDQQ\ µWKHELWWHU
lapse into everyday life ± WKHKLGHRXVGURSSLQJRIIRIWKHYHLO¶3RH7KH
earlier assertions by Cavell and Creed that the uncanny concerns the everyday and is 
everywhere (Cavell, 1988; Creed, 2005) can be historically located as a mode of 
thinking originating within Gothic literary traditions.   
The theory of the uncanny can therefore be contextualised within a Gothic mode 
which includes HRIIPDQQ 7KLV DOUHDG\ KHOSV WR VHH )UHXG¶V ZRUN LQ D PRUH
LQIRUPHGOLJKW)UHXG¶VFKRLFHRI+RIIPDQQDVKLVPDLQFDVHVWXG\ LVQRWDUELWUDU\
and actually helps to evoke a longer tradition of writing which is indebted to the 
uncanny tropes Freud seeks to investigate. It is from this tradition that the automaton 
becomes a key figure. To understand this link, one must further contemplate the 
historical contexts into which the Gothic emerged. This history, I believe, can be 
LGHQWLILHG E\ WKH GHILQLWLRQ RI µ*RWKLF¶ 7KLV PHDQLQJ LV QRW HDVLO\ ORFDWHG DV WKH
Gothic, even today, has several connotations13. Punter and Byron reflect upon this 
difficultly observing how by the 18th Century WKHZRUGµ*RWKLF¶ZDVXVHGWRGHVFULEH
anything IURP WKH SDVW¶V µPHGLHYDO¶ GD\V including the period leading up to, and 
including, the 17th Century. The writers note:  
This equation of the Gothic with a barbaric medieval past served not only to 
establish through difference the superiority of the more classical traditions of 
                                                          
13
 +LVWRULFDOO\ WKH WHUP µ*RWKLF¶ RULJLQDWHV IURP WKH RULJLQDO *HUPDQLF WULEH WKH *RWKV ZKR ZHUH
involved in the fall of the Roman Empire in the antiquity period. Today the term preserves this 
historic reference but also can include a style of architecture, a mode of writing, film genre and a 
music subculture. For a detailed history of the Gothic develops see Punter and Byron, 2004.   
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Greece and Rome, but also to confirm the virtues of the equally civilized, 
ordered and rational present (Punter and Byron, 2004, 4).     
Chris Baldick concurs with this assertion, finding a similar link between the 
association of the Gothic with the medieval in order to emphasise the rational 
WKRXJKW RI WKH *RWKLF DXWKRUV¶ SUHVHQW GD\ 7KH *RWKLF KH ZULWHV µEHORQJV
specifically to the modern age of Europe and the Americas since the end of the 18th 
FHQWXU\¶%DOGLFN[[%DOGLFNQRWHVWKDWWKHXQFDQQLQHVVRIGothic fiction is 
DV\PSWRPRIµKLVWRULFDOIHDUV>ZKLFK@GHULYHIURPRXULQDELOLW\ILQDOO\WRFRQYLQFH
RXUVHOYHV WKDWZHKDYHUHDOO\HVFDSHGIURPWKH W\UDQQLHVRI WKHSDVW¶ [LL14. These 
µW\UDQQLHV¶LWLVTXDOLILHGDUHQRWPHWDSKRULFDO7KHVHDUHOLWHUDO, historically specific 
events: the Protestant fear of another Counter-Reformation; the age of science, logic 
and reason being consumed by foolish, medieval superstition; the reversion of the 
established middle-class back into the oppression of a feudal aristocracy. Gothic 
literature, therefore, is a product of the Enlightenment period. This is an integral part 
RIWKHXQFDQQ\¶VKLVWRU\ZKLFKDV5R\OHQRWHGHDUOLHU)UHXGGRHVQRWH[SORUHHYHQ
WKRXJK µLWV VLJQLILFDQFH LV DW LVVXH HYHU\ZKHUH LQ KLV HVVD\¶ 5oyle, 2003, 8). The 
XQFDQQ\¶VSULYLOHJHGSODFHZLWKLQ WKHKLVWRU\RI WKH*RWKLFFDQEHFRQWUDVWHG with 
WKH5RPDQWLFPRYHPHQWZKLFKLVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKQRWLRQVRIWKHVXEOLPHµLQZKLFK
the mind is overwhelmed by, or swoons before, something greater than itseOI¶
(Punter and Byron, 2004, 11). Like the uncanny, the sublime is an experience which 
forces the viewer to contemplate what they view but the latter is associated with 
sights such as landscapes. The sublime is a reaction against the Age of Reason and 
its scientific developments by placing the emphasis on the terrifying beauty of 
                                                          
14
 The idea that Gothic fiction is associated with the medieval in order to emphasise the rational 
WKLQNLQJRIWKHOLWHUDWXUH¶VFRQWHPSRUDU\GD\LVIXUWKHUVXSSRUWHGE\WKHIDFWPDQ\*RWKLFVWRULHVDUH
set in the past. This was a trend initiated by what is generally concerned the first Gothic text: Horace 
:DOSROH¶VThe Castle of Otranto: A Gothic Story (1764).  
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QDWXUH DVGHWDLOHG LQ(GPXQG%XUNH¶V IDPRXV WKHVLVRQ WKH WRSLF %XUNH15. 
The uncanny emerges in the same historical context but is a reaction which directly 
contemplates those scientific developments; it is a more intimate reflection upon the 
VHOI¶VUHODWLRQVKLSWRWHFKQRORJLFDOFKDQJH7KHGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHWZRHPHUJHV
again in Chapter 3 where I restate how it is the representation of the body which 
concerns the uncanny reactions of digital visual effects and thus my definition of the 
technological uncanny ± UDWKHUWKDQDµWHFKQRORJLFDOVXEOLPH¶± is more accurate.  
Therefore the uncanny is revealed as an important trope in the traditions of Gothic 
literature from the 18th Century. This history provides a vital underpinning for 
)UHXG¶V ODWHU FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQ RI WKH WRSLF DV LQGLFDWHG E\ KLV XWLOLVDWLRQ RI
+RIIPDQQ¶VWDOH7HUU\&DVWOHH[SDQGVWKLVFRQQHFWLRQHYHQIXUWKHU$VWKHWLWOHThe 
Female Thermometer: 18th-Century Culture and the Invention of the Uncanny 
suggests, Castle also identifies the 18th Century as historically bound to the uncanny, 
HYHQSRVWXODWLQJ WKDW WKH HUD µLQYHQWHG¶ WKH H[SHULHQFH&DVWOHKLJKOLJKWV DJDLQ WKH
VWUDQJH DPELJXLWLHV LQKHUHQW LQ )UHXG¶V RULJLQDO WH[W QRWLQJ WKDW GHVSLWH )UHXG¶V
DWWHPSWV WR YLHZ WKH XQFDQQ\ DV D µWLPHOHVV¶ SKHQRPHQRQ WKURXJK WKH OHQV RI
psychoanalysis (as mentioned before), it is precisely this movement ± to define the 
XQFDQQ\DVWKHµVXUPRXQWLQJ¶RILQIDQWLOHDQGPRUH specifically, primitive beliefs ± 
which also creates a very historically precise moment µ:KHQ GLG WKLV FUXFLDO
internalization of rationalist protocols take place? At least in the West, Freud hints, 
QRW WKDW ORQJ DJR¶ &DVWOH   7KH µHVWUDQJLQJ RI WKH UHDO¶ DQG UHVXOWLQJ
uncanniness which Freud foregrounds in his argument, Castle situates as an integral 
part of modernity. An ambiguous term itself, perhaps, but Castle historically 
                                                          
15
 ,PPDQXHO.DQW¶VObservations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime (1764) offers further 
reflections on the topic.  
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contextualises this as the complex developments occurring during the period of 
Enlightenment. As Castle notes:  
[T]he very psychic and cultural transformations that led to the subsequent 
glorification of the period as an age of reason or enlightenment ± 
aggressively rationalist imperatives of the epoch ± also produced, like a kind 
of toxic side effect, a new human experience of strangeness, anxiety, 
bafflement, and intellectual impasse (8). 
The uncanny thus emerges in the 18th Century as a result of the period of 
Enlightenment. The radical social, political and economic changes which developed 
across this period force a reflection upon this change which Castle characterises as 
XQFDQQ\,WKLQNZHFDQH[SDQG&DVWOH¶VDUJXPHQWIXUWKHUDQGOLQNWKLVH[SOLFLWO\WR
the analysis of the Gothic above. The Gothic is a symptom of the uncanny reaction to 
the Enlightenment. The tales of unease which pervade this literary tradition directly 
reflect upon the changes occurring in reality by exorcising these concerns and 
anxieties onto fictional worlds and characters, often set in a medieval ± and therefore 
PRUHµSULPLWLYH¶± SDVW7KH*RWKLFDQG+RIIPDQQ¶VZRUNZLWKLQLWLVSDUWRIZKDW,
term the language of the uncanny: descriptions and reactions which draw upon the 
strangeness of experiences of the modern which evoke the tropes Freud later 
highlights in his essay. This language is part of a larger narrative of film history, 
where viewers use uncanny imagery to reflect upon their experience of new visual 
effects technologies of the medium. The story of this technological uncanny begins 
here, in Gothic literature written during the Age of Reason in response to 
technological change. Science and industry provide an invaluable source of 
inspiration, and reaction, against the Gothic tropes of castles, monsters and vampires. 
The human body occupies a significant role in this history. The Industrial Revolution 
saw mass migration to urban settlements and rapid mechanization of the workforce. 
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7KH*RWKLFDSSHDUVDWD WLPHµ>W@KHYHU\ LGHDVRIZKDW LWPHDQW WREHKXPDQZHUH
disturbed in the face of LQFUHDVLQJUHJLPHQWDWLRQDQGPHFKDQLVWLFUROHV¶3XQWHUDQG
Byron, 2004, 20). I argue that the automaton is a symbol of this period and it is by 
FRQVLGHULQJ WKLV ILJXUH IXUWKHU WKDW )UHXG¶V DUJXPHQW LV ILQDOO\ XQUDYHOOHG DQG P\
definition of the technological uncanny ± the response which is evoked from 
specifically the merging of the human body with technology ± is further established.   
7KH LPSRUWDQFH RI WKH DXWRPDWRQ LV UHYHDOHG E\ UHWXUQLQJ WR )UHXG¶V DQDO\VLV RI
+RIIPDQQ¶VZRUNAs mentioned previously, +RIIPDQQ¶V WDOH IHDWXUHV WKHXQFDQQ\
body of Olympia who is revealed to be an automaton. Interestingly, despite the 
historical contexts outlined above, )UHXG GRHV QRW PHULW 2O\PSLD¶V PHFKDQLFDO
nature with much significance to his theorisation of the uncanny. Freud writes that 
2O\PSLD¶VSUHVHQFHLQWKHVWRU\± DQGWKHUHDGHU¶VDQG1DWKDQLHO¶VUHDFWLRQWRKHU± 
LVµTXLWHLUUHOHYDQW¶)UHXG)UHXG¶VGLVPLVVDORI2O\PSLDPD\ZHOOEHLQ
RUGHU IRU WKH SV\FKRDQDO\VW WR IRFXV XSRQ FRQQHFWLQJ KLV µUHWXUQ RI WKH UHSUHVVHG¶
thesis with the castration complex but this move is still strange: as the earlier 
analysis of The Sandman GHPRQVWUDWHV2O\PSLDLVLQWLPDWHO\UHODWHGWR1DWKDQLHO¶V
eyes and their ability to look (or, at least, see the truth), as well as representing the 
uncanniness created by the tension between animate and the inanimate. Indeed this 
ODWWHU WURSHLVFHQWUDO WR)UHXG¶VHVVD\WKURXJKRXWEXW WKHH[WHQVLRQRIWKLVPRWLI WR
Olympia is not strongly established. This omission also seems strange because 
Olympia is key to the uncanny effect of the story upon the reader. It is significant 
WKDW2O\PSLD¶VWUXHPHFKDQLFDOQDWXUHLVXQNQRZQWRWKHUHDGHUDVZHOODQGWKLVIDFW
is divulged simultaneously for reader and protagonist: we are startled by this 
UHYHODWLRQDWWKHVDPHWLPH1DWKDQLHOLVWUDXPDWLVHGE\WKHIDFW-HQWVFK¶VDFFRXQWRI
WKHXQFDQQ\DJDLQGLIIHUV IURP)UHXGRQ WKLV IURQW -HQWVFKGRHVQRWLFH2O\PSLD¶V
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centrality to the story and uses this opportunity to discuss the uncanniness of such 
ILJXUHV+HZULWHV WKDW µDXWRPDWLF ILJXUHV¶DUHXQFDQQ\QRW MXVWEHFDXVH WKH\FDXVH
uncertainty as to whether they are animated or not ± alive or dead, real or artificial ± 
EXWDOVREHFDXVHWKH\DUHµOLIH-VL]HPDFKLQHV¶ZKLFKFDQµSHUIRUPFRPSOLFDWHGWDVNV¶
(Jentsch, 1906, 223).  
In this way Olympia is uncanny because she represents an instance of a machine, 
made in the shape of the human form, which fools others into believing she is a real 
person; or, at least, no one questions that she is synthetic. Importantly, it is not only 
Nathaniel who is fooled into believing this illusion as truth in the tale. Whilst no one 
else in the story is enraptured with Olympia in the manner Nathaniel is, and the 
ODWWHU¶V IULHQG 6LHJPXQG QRWHV WKDW HYHU\RQH HOVH ILQGV KHU µVWUDQJH¶ µULJLG DQG
VRXOOHVV¶+RIIPDQQWKHRWKHUFKDUDFWHUVstill do not suspect her to be an 
automaton. In fact, Olympia makes an appearance at a ball and attends numerous tea 
mornings undetected which is why her creator, Spalanzani, is exiled from the town 
ZKHQ 2O\PSLD¶V FORFNZRUN LQQDUGV DUH PDGH SXEOLF NQRZOHGJH µ>LW@ ZDV
everywhere regarded as an altogether impermissible piece of deception to have 
VPXJJOHGDZRRGHQSXSSHWLQVWHDGRIDOLYLQJSHUVRQ¶,WZRXOGEHHDV\WR
assumHWKDW2O\PSLD¶VDXWRPDWLFQDWXUHLVSDUWRIWKHIDEULFRI+RIIPDQQ¶VILFWLRQ
as fantastical as The Sandman figure. Yet this is not the case and the 
contextualisation of the history of the tale and its uncanny effects, as outlined above, 
reveals why: automata were a prominent feature of 18th Century scientific and 
entertainment exhibitions, with mechanically operated dolls of chess players, 
musicians and animals all amazing contemporary audiences with their verisimilitude 
of appearance and movement. Castle writes µ+RIIPDQQ¶VXQFDQQ\SLHFHRI OLWHUDU\
invention, therefore, was thus dependant on an actual LQYHQWLRQ¶&DVWOH 
53 
 
Like the science behind the optical illusion of the phantasmagoria considered below, 
the technologies behind automata have a long history which culminates in the 
advancements made during the Age of Reason. Life-like, three-dimensional humans 
have long been made by artists, often through sculptures made of stone. Such human 
simulacrums have even been made to move: in ancient Crete, Daedalus is attributed 
with building the bronze statue Talos which could be animated with fluid. Other, 
ancient and medieval creations of human figures being made to move, usually by 
ropes or simple mechanisms such as those later used in churches, can also be 
identified as early examples of automata. But it was the advancements made in 
mechanics and clockwork in the 18th Century which brought the dual concerns of the 
artistic rendering of the human figure and realistic movement together, and this 
signalled the Age of Reason to also be the age of mechanical life. As Tom Gunning 
QRWHVµWKHFUHDWLRQRIDQDUWLILFLDODQWKURSRLGEHFDPHRQHRIWKHHPEOHPDWLFSURMHFWV
RIWKH(QOLJKWHQPHQW¶*XQQLQJ7KHUHDUHVHYHUDOH[DPSOHVRIDXWRPDWD
emerging throughout Western Europe during the 18th Century but arguably the most 
renowned were made by Jacques de Vaucanson. In 1738 Vaucanson premiered his 
µ)OXWH 3OD\HU¶ D OLIH-size human who could perform several different musical 
renditions on the flute. The sight of musical automata would be a common one 
WKURXJKRXWWKHFHQWXU\EXW9DXFDQVRQ¶V)OXWH3OD\HUKDGDGLVWLQFWIHDWXUHWKHPXVLF
ZDV FUHDWHGE\ WKH3OD\HU¶V UHDO LQWHUDFWLRQZLWK WKH LQVWUXPHQW DV WKRXJK LWZHUH
human. Vaucanson gave his Player artificial lungs which could inflate and expel air 
XQGHU WKHFRQWURORI WKHDXWRPDWRQ¶VFORFNZRUNPHFKDQLVPV ,Q WKLVZD\ WKH)OXWH
Player used air, the positioning of its mouth and the manipulation of its figures on 




Vaucanson continued with this trend of creating realistically looking, moving and 
performing DXWRPDWDZLWKKLVQH[WLQYHQWLRQWKHµ3LSHDQG'UXP)LJXUH¶, exhibited 
in 1739 (Figure 4). This automaton went beyond WKH)OXWH3OD\HU¶VUHSHUWRLUHby now 
playing two instruments, with similar air bellows for lungs. The Pipe and Drum 
Figure also extended the uncanny realism of its predecessor with its choice of 
instrument: the pipe is a difficult instrument to play and Vaucanson chose this 
deliberately for that very reason. Whilst the Pipe and Drum Figure could manipulate 
air as efficiently as the Flute Player, Vaucanson was not at first entirely satisfied 
ZLWK WKH VRXQG RI WKH PXVLF WKH IRUPHU SURGXFHG 7KH )LJXUH¶V ZRRGHn fingers 
proved ineffective at creating the correct pitch and so Vaucanson reportedly gave his 
DXWRPDWRQ¶VGLJLWVUHDOVNLQZKLFKZDVSUHVXPDEO\PDGHIURPOHDWKHU:RRG
24). After this modification was added, the Pipe and Drum Figure played as 
impressively as the Flute Player: an achievement made all the more notable by the 
DXWRPDWRQ¶VPDVWHULQJRIWKHSLSH 
9DXFDQVRQ¶VDXWRPDWDDUHH[DPSOHVRIWKHPDMRUDGYDQFHPHQWVWKDWKDGEHHQPDGH
in science during the 18th Century and this was also their main attraction for 
contemporary viewers: complex tasks could now be performed by mechanical 
androids made by man. The practical and philosophical questions raised by such 
endeavours were wide-ranging: does this mean that 18th Century scientists had 
discovered a secret to creating (inorganic) life? Would humans be replaced by the 
machines built in their own image? If the body of an automaton and a real person can 
look, move and function in such similar ways, what then does it mean to be human? 
As Punter and Byron illuminate earlier, the µYHU\LGHDVRIZKDWLWPHDQWWREHKXPDQ
ZHUHGLVWXUEHG¶ LQ WKLVSHULRG 3XQWHUDQG%\URQ7KHVHTXHVWLRQVZHUH
brought to the fore by another 18th Century automaton which continued to amaze 
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spectators in the 19th and 20th Centuries. It has even enjoyed a revival in the 21st 
Century with its reconstruction being detailed in a BBC report from March 2013 
(Gopnik, 2013). This automaton is called µ7KH 0HFKDQLFDO 7XUN¶ (Figure 5). 
Invented in 1770 by Wolfgang von Kempelen, this famous chess-playing machine 
played ± and defeated ± VRPHRIWKHZRUOG¶VEHVWFKHVVSOD\HUVDVLWWRXUHGWKHJOREH
in the 18th and 19th Centuries.  
The Mechanical Turk complicates the distinction between human and machine, 
enhancing the uncanniness of 9DXFDQVRQ¶VHDUOLHUKXPDQDQGURLGV 
By choosing to make his machine a chess player, a contraption apparently 
capable of reason, Kempelen sparked a vigorous debate about the extent to 
which machines could emulate or replicate human faculties (Standage, 2002, 
xiii-xiv). 
9DXFDQVRQ¶V DXWRPDWD PD\ KDYH SRVVHVVHG WKH DELOLW\ WR ORRN DQG PRYH OLNH
KXPDQV EXW .HPSHOHQ¶V PDFKLQH KDG WKH DSSDUHQW DELOLW\ WR SURGXFH LQGHSHQGHQW
thought, albeit for one particular purpose. With such inventions present in the 
popular psyche of the 18th Century, it is therefore not surprising or too fanciful that 
Olympia should trick people into believing she was real in The Sandman. Indeed I 
DUJXH2O\PSLD¶VSUHVHQFHLQWKHVWRU\LVLQGLFDWLYHRIWKHZLGHUXQFDQQ\H[SHULHQFH
emerging from these 18th &HQWXU\ LQYHQWLRQV )RU WKHVH UHDVRQV )UHXG¶V DQDO\VLV
ZRXOG EHQHILW IURP PLWLJDWLQJ WKH HPSKDVLV SODFHG XSRQ 1DWKDQLHO¶V VXEMHFWLYH
experiences ± LQFOXGLQJKLVµUHSUHVVHG¶FDVWUDWLRQFRPSOH[± in order to better mirror 
the centrality of Olympia to the story and the prominence such automata enjoyed in 
real life and in the influences directly inspiring Hoffmann.  
Lydia H. Liu offers another reason why Freud may not warrant the iconic automaton 
with much attention. Liu looks again at the part in +RIIPDQQ¶V VWRU\ ZKHUH
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&RSSHOLXV WKUHDWHQV WR WDNH 1DWKDQLHO¶V H\HV DV D FKLOG RQ ZKLFK )UHXG EDVHV KLV
FRQFOXVLRQ DQG QRWHV KRZ WKH DFWLRQ FRQWLQXHV LQ WKLV VFHQH 1DWKDQLHO¶V IDWKHU
VXFFHVVIXOO\ VDYHV KLV VRQ¶V H\HV EXW &RSSHOLXV FRQWLQXHV WR REVHUYH the 
µPHFKDQLVPV¶RI WKHFKLOG¶VKDQGVDQGIHHW7KHVWRU\QDUUDWHV LQ1DWKDQLHO¶VRZQ
YRLFH WKLV WUDXPDWLF VFHQH DV WKXV µ$QG ZLWK WKDW KH >&RSSHOLXV@ VHL]HG PH VR
violently that my joints cracked, unscrewed my hands and feet, and fixed them on 
again nRZLQWKLVZD\QRZLQWKDW¶+RIIPDQQ-2). That Freud should miss 
the uncanny potential in this violent action seems strange. One could speculate that 
)UHXG¶Voverlooking of this scene occurred in order to strengthen his own argument 
for the castration complex (as mentioned earlier). Or the omission could function to 
KHOS)UHXGGLVWDQFHDQGGLVWLQJXLVKKLVRZQ LQYHVWLJDWLRQ IURP-HQWVFK¶V DOWKRXJK
QHLWKHU WKHRULVW H[SORUHV WKH LPSOLFDWLRQV RI 1DWKDQLHO¶V µXQVFUHZHG¶ OLPEV /LX
argues that Nathaniel is, then, the automaton of the story:  
What I am suggesting here is that Nathanael may well have been the 
cleverest automaton ever invented by the fiction writer Hoffmann to compete 
with the inferior doll Olympia, which is designed by the scientist. The 
character Nathanael is so effective and so successful that critics and 
psychoanalysts, Jentsch and Freud alike, do not seem to entertain the slightest 
doubt about his ambiguity as a living human character or an undead 
automaton in the context of the story )UHXG¶VLQVLJKWWKDWWKHPRVWXQFDQQ\
of all is what is most familiar and at home with us is probably the highest 
FRPSOLPHQW WKDW +RIIPDQQ¶V ILFWLRQ KDV UHFHLYHG IURP DQ\ UHDGHU WKH
novelist did succeed in fooling many of us about where to look for the 
uncanny (Liu, 2010, 222).  
The interpretation of Nathaniel as an automaton taps directly into the uncanniness 
embodied by The Mechanical Turk. Automata are not only uncanny because they 
merge the delineations between the animate and the inanimate, the moving and the 
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stationary, but are also uncanny because they propose a slippage between human and 
PDFKLQH 7KLV LV , DUJXH WKH WHFKQRORJLFDO XQFDQQ\ 1DWKDQLHO¶V SRWHQWLDOO\
VXFFHVVIXOGHFHSWLRQGRHVLQFRUSRUDWHZLGHUFRQFHUQVVXUURXQGLQJWKHKXPDQERG\¶V 
relationship to machines emerging in the 18th Century. As previously mentioned, the 
Age of Reason featured the mass mechanisation of industry and thus Nathaniel and 
7KH 0HFKDQLFDO 7XUN DUH FUHDWLRQV IURP D WLPH ZKLFK µFRLQFLGHG ZLWK WKH
beginnings of the industrial revolution, when machines first began to displace human 
ZRUNHUV DQG WKH UHODWLRQVKLS EHWZHHQ SHRSOH DQG PDFKLQHV ZDV EHLQJ UHGHILQHG¶
(Standage, 2002 [LY ,PSRUWDQWO\ WKLV µUHGHILQLWLRQ¶ FRXOG ZRUN ERWK ZD\V
Machines were becoming more human in the 18th Century, as the numerous 
inventions of automata in the form of realistic human bodies prove. But, at the same 
time, the human body was becoming more mechanical: the invention of automata 
which could emulate basic human functions ± like breathing ± suggests that the 
human body is nothing more than a complex mechanism which can be broken down 
and reproduced mechanically. The human body was only another machine. It is in 
these precise terms that Julien Offray de la Mettrie characterises the body in his 
thesis /¶KRPPH0DFKLQH (de la Mettrie, 1748). The idea is enhanced if one considers 
the unrealised plans Vaucanson had for his automata-making skills: the inventor 
wanted to create a complete artificial human being which could function in a manner 
which exceeded its clockwork origins. He built his performing automata in order to 
fund this larger project which was never completed: to build an automaton which 
mimicked the blood flow of the human body. Vaucanson wanted to create an 
automaton which could bleed. Although this plan did not come to fruition, it still 
represents a vivid example of how the technological uncanny emerges in the 18th 
&HQWXU\ FUHDWLQJ D QHZ EOXUULQJ RI ERXQGDULHV EH\RQG WKRVH LGHQWLILHG LQ )UHXG¶V
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essay: automata which made machines more human-like, but conversely humans 
more machine like.  
7KLVIRUPRIWKHWHFKQRORJLFDOXQFDQQ\LVDOVRHYLGHQWLQ+RIIPDQQ¶VThe Sandman. 
Liu notes that Nathaniel may be the real automaton of the story but I contend there is 
another uncanny character present in the tale which could equally qualify as a secret 
PDFKLQH 1DWKDQLHO¶V ILDQFpH &ODUD $V QRWHG HDUOLHU 2O\PSLD LV GHVFULEHG E\
1DWKDQLHO¶V FRXQWHUSDUWVDV µULJLG¶DQG µOLIHOHVV¶7KH ODWHU UHYHODWLRQRI2O\PSLD¶V
true form confirms the validity of such aspersions but she is not the only character 
who is frequently described this way. The main narrator of the story digresses and 
interrupts the narrative flow of the tale near its opening to describe Clara in great 
detail. She is not, he maintains, what one would call beautiful but she is physically 
perfect in proportion, shape and appearance. The narrator finds her appearance and 
SHUVRQDOLW\HQWKUDOOLQJ LQDPDQQHUFRPSDUDEOH WR1DWKDQLHO¶VGRWLQJRI2O\PSLD
but not everyone concurs: he notes that µ&ODUD ZDV VWLJPDWL]HG E\ PDQ\ DV FROG
XQIHHOLQJ SURVDLF¶ +RIIPDQQ   6XFK GHVFULSWLRQV EHJLQ WR PLUURU WKH
accusations aimed towards Olympia, a proven automaton. Yet the number of 
RFFDVLRQV LQ ZKLFK &ODUD¶V µFROG¶ QDWXUH LV PHQWLRQHG LQ WKH tale far outnumbers 
those attributed to Olympia. On one occasion, Nathaniel daydreams about an attack 
made upon him by Coppelius, involving Clara, which he then writes into a poem. In 
DVWUDQJHSURSKHWLFGRXEOLQJWRWKHVWRU\¶VODWHUGHYHORSPHQWVZLWK2O\Ppia, in his 
LPDJLQDWLRQ1DWKDQLHOVHHV&RSSHOLXVUHPRYH&ODUD¶VH\HVDQGWKURZWKHPWRZDUGV
him. Unlike the later real event which would evoke madness in Nathaniel, in this 
dream version of events, Clara is able to save Nathaniel from the flames and the 
coXSOHHPEUDFH<HWWKHYLFWRU\LVQRWHQWLUHO\DFRQWHQWRQHµ1DWKDQLHOORRNHGLQWR
&ODUD¶VH\HVEXWLWZDVGHDWKZKLFKJD]HGDWKLPPLOGO\RXWRIWKHP¶.   
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&ODUD¶V H\HV DUH WKXV GHYRLG RI OLIH DQG WKH VXVSLFLRQ WKLV FDVWV XSRQ WKH µOLYLQJ¶
status of her body is vocalised by Nathaniel shortly afterwards. When he gains little 
reaction from reading his poem aloud to Clara, Nathaniel loses his temper with his 
ILDQFpHFDOOLQJKHUDµOLIHOHVVDFFXUVHGDXWRPDWRQ¶. The accusation could be 
ironic: Nathaniel sees the lifeless in the living, but not in the real machine of 
Olympia with whom he blindly falls in love. But the outburst could equally be 
another revelation which Hoffmann only subtly refers to elsewhere as a possibility: 
Clara is also an automaWRQ :KLOVW WKHUH UHPDLQV QR µUHDO¶ RFFXUUHQFH ZLWKLQ WKH
VWRU\ZKLFKFRXOGSURYLGHHYLGHQFHRI&ODUD¶VPHFKDQLVHGSK\VLFDO IRUP LW LV VWLOO
notable that the evidence to suggest such a possibility vastly outnumbers the one 
instance identified by Liu for the argument that Nathaniel is an automaton. If The 
Sandman does contain another, hidden automaton then I believe close analysis of the 
story suggests this is much more likely to be Clara than Nathaniel. Indeed the story 
presents a direct challenge to Nathaniel ± and the reader ± to discover this 
SRVVLELOLW\ 'XULQJ 1DWKDQLHO¶V GD\GUHDP ZKHQ LW LV UHYHDOHG &ODUD KDV QRW EHHQ
KDUPHGE\&RSSHOLXV¶VDWWDFN&ODUDDVVXUHVKHUORYHURIKHUVDIHW\DVNLQJKLPµ'R
\RX QRW VHH PH"¶ . With the emphasis Hoffmann places upon eyes and 
1DWKDQLHO¶VODWHUODFNRIDELOLW\WRREVHUYHDQGDVFHUWDLQWKHWUXWKDVZLWKWKHFDVHRI
2O\PSLD &ODUD¶V TXHVWLRQ LV SURYRFDWLYH RQH FRXOG DUJXH &ODUD FKDOOHQJHV WKH
main protagonist and the reader to see her true form as a machine.  
There is, however, another possibility: the frequency with which Clara is described 
as cold or mechanical cannot be ignored but this could be interpreted allegorically. 
Clara may not be an actual automaton but rather possess the attributes of one: her 
emotional detachment from Nathaniel and her penchant for the rational and scientific 
world view make her appear lifeless and automated, as though she were a machine. 
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Indeed, Nathaniel does not share any of the passionate embraces with Clara as he 
experiences with Olympia, an actual robot. In this way Clara is representative of that 
18th Century uncanny trope of the human becoming like the machine. This 
transformation may not be physical ± although Nathaniel does comment on her 
µGHDG¶H\HV± but rather her commitment to the rational thinking which characterises 
the Enlightenment period mechanises her personality. When Clara advises Nathaniel 
that his childhood experiences may all have been part of his imagination, she writes:  
But if we possess a firm mind, a mind strengthened through living cheerfully, 
we shall always be able to recognize an inimical influence for what it is; and 
then that uncanny power must surely go under in the struggle we must 
suppose take place before it can achieve that form which is, as I have said, a 
mirror image of ourself (96-7).   
It is here that Clara speaks the metaphor which is the title of this chapter. Her speech 
UDOOLHV DJDLQVW WKH µXQFDQQ\ SRZHU¶ ZKLFK 1DWKDQLHO H[SHULHQFHV LQ WKH VWRU\ DQG
indeed, her criticism can be extended to viewing the larger context of the Age of 
Reason in this way. This is, in fact, a non-sequitur: Nathaniel has to experience the 
uncanny as this is purpose of the story. The tale also needs to provoke an uncanny 
experience for the reader as Tzvetan Todorov observes when he writes how the 
µLQFUHGLEOHH[WUDRUGLQDU\VKRFNLQJVLQJXODUGLVWXUELQJRUXQH[SHFWHG¶SURYRNHGLQ
WKHFKDUDFWHUVVKRXOGKDYHD µVLPLODU¶ UHDFWLRQ LQ WKHUHDGHU7RGRURY16. 
+RIIPDQQ¶VZRUNLVDOVRSDUWRIWKH*RWKLFWUDGLtion ± an example of the language of 
the uncanny ± and so is already embedded in a tradition which is historically 
contextualised with the uncanniness of technology. Given the tone of some other 
                                                          
16
 Todorov also outlines his own theory of the uncanny in relation to the literary mode of the 
µIDQWDVWLF¶7RGRURYQRWHVWKDWWKHµIDQWDVWLF¶H[LVWVDVDQLQ-between hesitation which is only resolved 
ZKHQ WKH VWRU\ UHYHDOV LWVHOI WR EH µPDUYHOORXV¶ WKH VXSHUQDWXUDO DFFHSWHG RU µXQFDQQ\¶ WKH




SDVVDJHVLQ+RIIPDQQ¶VZRUNLWLVSUREDEOHWKDWKHLVEHLQJVatirical here or, I think 
more likely, ironic: the words are given added poignancy if spoken by an automaton. 
Clara, the machine, is DµPLUURULPDJHRIRXUVHOI¶DWHFKQRORJLFDOFUHDWLRQPDGHLQ
the human form. Her body is a symbol of the larger developments of the 
Enlightenment age which saw a blurring of boundaries between the body and the 
mechanical. She is a trope of the technological uncanny as I have defined it and how 
it will be used in the rest of this thesis. The cinematic visual effects technologies 
considered in this thesis create realistic looking human bodies through mechanical 
means: in this way the filmic body is an automaton. The films considered draw 
attention to the processes of this creation and mediation and so the uncanny nature of 
this body is conveyed to the viewer. The experience of the technological uncanny is 
indicated in the language used in the responses gathered in this project which, quite 
aptly, often turn to images of these humanoid robots.       
The relationship between 19th Century cinema and 18th Century invention, 
particularly the automaton, did not go unnoticed by the earliest filmmakers. Georges 
Méliès ± whose work shall be the focus of close study in the next chapter ± made a 
film called Coppelia the Animated Doll. This story is inspired by the ballet Coppelia 
ZKLFK LQ WXUQ LVEDVHGXSRQ+RIIPDQQ¶VRULJLQDO WDOH The Sandman. The film was 
made around 1900 and unfortunately is now lost. But the connection between 
+RIIPDQQ¶VZRUNDQGWKH*RWKLFth Century automata, the technological uncanny 
and cinema is one Méliès continues to promote as a major theme in his work. I 
contend that Méliès is indebted to the 18th &HQWXU\¶V XQFDQQ\ DQG WKH
characterisation of the human body as a machine, as represented by popular 
inventions like automata. He renders these anxieties visually with his manipulation 
of the body and its doubling through trick shots in his films. As shall be explored in 
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the next chapter, Méliès pushes the potential for the uncanny in response to the 
mechanisation of the body one stage further: if the human body is mechanical then it 
can be broken down into fragments, like a machine, and rebuilt in different ways. 
7KLVPXWDELOLW\RIWKHERG\LVUHPLQLVFHQWRI1DWKDQLHO¶V OLPEVZKLFKDUHUHPRYHG
by Coppelius and then re-DWWDFKHGµQRZLQWKLVZD\QRZLQWKDW¶7KHWUDQVIRUPDWLYH
ability Méliès observed in the cinema points to a radical reconceptualization of the 
human body comparable to that envisioned by Vaucanson and Kempelen in the 18th 
Century. As Gaby Wood notes:      
[Méliès] revived that Promethean spirit with the content of his movies. By 
repeatedly filming stories of dolls coming to life, by endlessly reproducing 
mechanical tricks, Méliès transferred the quest of earlier android-makers to a 
new virtual reality. He made the human body do impossible things, and 
proved how mechanical or puppet-like our celluloid selves could be. Méliès, 
like Vaucanson, Kempelen and Edison before him, tested the boundaries of 
what was human (Wood, 2002, 167-8).   
As highlighted by the DQDO\VLV LQ WKLVVHFWLRQ:RRG¶VFRPSDULVRQEHWZHHQ0pOLqV
and the technology of cinema is not arbitrary. There is a historical link between the 
WUDGLWLRQVRI*RWKLFOLWHUDWXUHWKH$JHRI5HDVRQFRQWH[WDQG+RIIPDQQ¶VWDOHZLWK
automata. It is a link whicKKHOSVWRLOOXPLQDWHZK\)UHXG¶VHVVD\VWUXJJOHVWRUHDFK
satisfactory conclusions. The uncanny must be historically contextualised and it is 
through this contextualisation that the importance of the automaton is revealed. The 
trope is an apt metaphor for the filmic human body and this is evident in the 
responses later analysed in this thesis which use this language of the uncanny. As 
mentioned previously, Chapter 2 shall show how Méliès directly engages with this 
language by depicting human bodies which are mechanical and easily fragmented. 
The language used by audiences reflecting upon the films of early cinema uses these 
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tropes too as viewers acknowledge the filmic body as unreal but admire the veracity 
RIWKHPRYLQJSLFWXUH¶VUHDOLVP,WLVDQHIIHFWRIWHQODEHOOHGµVWDUWOLQJ¶7KHILJXUHRI
the automaton returns again in Chapter 3 as scholarship reflects upon the mechanised 
human body in the digital age. This is particularly apparent as the theory of the 
uncanny valley emerges within the context of robotics science. These androids are 
the 21st Century automata. Comparisons to humanoid robots permeates the reactions 
given by viewers in response to motion-capture in Chapter 4 and Hugo re-establishes 
all these links with its portrayal of an automaton, as will be discussed in Chapter 5. 
The technological uncanny is therefore a historically-situated theory of the 
interaction between the human body and technology which can be applied to cinema. 
Additionally, the technological uncanny is a reaction: it is the eerie, strange, and 
compelling experience of viewing this mechanised body. The next section shall 
outline how this mode of spectatorship can also be historically situated and look at 
how the trope of the double enters this equation.    
0DNLQJDµ0LUURU,mage¶WKHDouble 
The double is also identified by Freud as an important uncanny trope. The 
doppelgänger, Freud notes, can appear in various forms including: identical physical 
DSSHDUDQFHV EHWZHHQ SHRSOH WHOHSDWK\ WKH EHOLHI WKDW RQH LV µVRPHRQH HOVH¶ DQG
through repetition, specifically the reoccurrence of facial features, character traits, 
QDPHVµGHVWLQLHV¶DQGµPLVGHHGV¶RYHUJHQHUDWLRQV)UHXG-2). This kind 
of uncanny, then, is a crisis of the self: the blurring of the boundaries which would 
RWKHUZLVH HQVXUH WKH LGHQWLW\ DQG LQGLYLGXDOLW\ RI HDFK SHUVRQ ,I RQH¶V SK\VLFDO
appearance, personality or thoughts are not unique, then we must ask: what makes 
µPH¶ PH" 7KLV TXHVWLRQ LV WKH H[SHULHQFH RI WKH XQFDQQ\ DQG LW LV RQH HYRNHG LQ
+RIIPDQQ¶V ZRUN DV LQGLFDWHG E\ &ODUD¶V DERYH UHIHUHQFH WR D µPLUURU LPDJH RI
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RXUVHOI¶+HUSKUDVH LV XVHIXORQFH DJDLQ DQG ,XVH LW KHUH IRU DUWLFXODWLQJKRZ WKH
trope of the double is part of the history of the technological uncanny and how this 
relates to the audiHQFHUHFHSWLRQRIGLIIHUHQWIRUPVRIGRXEOHV$GRXEOHLVDµPLUURU
LPDJH¶DGXSOLFDWLRQRIDSK\VLFDO IRUPZKLFK IRU WKHH[DPSOHVGLVFXVVHG LQ WKLV
VHFWLRQLVHQDEOHGWKURXJKWHFKQRORJLFDOPHDQV7KHµPLUURU¶LVSDUWLFXODUO\UHOHYDQW
to photography and cinema as light is reflected from mirrors onto a negative in order 
WRFDSWXUH WKHREMHFWRUERG\ LQ IURQWRI WKH OHQV<HW&ODUD¶VSKUDVHDOVRSRLQWV WR
KRZ VXFK GRXEOHG ERGLHV PD\ EH H[SHULHQFHG 7R IHHO WKH XQFDQQ\ LV LQ &ODUD¶V
WHUPVWREHFRPHDµPLUURULPDJHRIRXUVHOI¶7KHH[SHULHQFH of the uncanny is, in a 
sense, to become a double: the unease or awe felt in response to such stimuli forces 
the acknowledgement of this uncanniness on behalf of the viewer. As such, the 
spectator is forced to contemplate the nature of this interaction; to comprehend, in 
the examples used in this section and those in the following chapters, the 
mechanisms at work behind the illusion. The double therefore highlights how the 
technological uncanny is a specific mode of spectatorship too.  
This section will explore this mode, arguing that this form of reception frames the 
responses which shall be analysed in the forthcoming chapters. I will begin by 
RXWOLQLQJ )UHXG¶V WKRXJKWV RQ WKH GRXEOH DOWKRXJK LQ D PDQQHU VLPLODU WR P\ 
contextualisation of automata, there are wider histories and influences which need to 
be considered to fully understand the historical importance of this trope. Like 
automata, the double also finds its roots in literary traditions although this history 
reveals the significance of the double as the reception and experience of the 
technological uncanny. To illuminate this link I will then look at the tradition of the 
phantasmagoria ± a contemporary to the historical contexts outlined above. The 
phantasmagoria is particularly important as it is one of the many traditions of image 
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projection which influences the development of cinema, and this spectacular display 
of visual effects actively encourages spectators to contemplate the nature of this 
illusory double. The phantasmagoria also incorporates the uncanniness of the tension 
between the living and the dead which is reflected in the popularity of other (proto-
cinematic) technologies and traditions: specifically, I will look at Spiritualism and 
spirit photography. Interestingly, these two trends adopted a slightly different mode 
of spectatorship: viewers are encouraged to believe in the ethereal and the 
photographic medium is provided as proof for the existence of ghosts. However, I 
show how it is not the supposed capture of ghosts which is part of the technological 
uncanny but the doubling of the living human body which is the specific double of 
interest to this history of the uncanny. I will conclude this section by showing how it 
LV SKRWRJUDSK\¶V LQGH[LFDO DELlity which informs this uncanny perception and this 
argument shall provide the basis for the analysis of early cinema in Chapter 2.    
In his essay, Freud considers what is precisely uncanny about the doppelgänger. As 
noted earlier, Freud links a series of uncanny effects back to infantile wishes/beliefs 
DQGDQ[LHWLHVDQGWKHVHGRXEOHVKHVXJJHVWVDUHUHODWHGWRWKLVODWWHUµSV\FKRDQDO\WLF
H[SHULHQFH¶+HZULWHVWKDWWKHXQFDQQLQHVVRI+RIIPDQ¶V WDOHLVGLUHFWO\DWWDFKHGµWR
the figure of the Sand-Man, and WKHUHIRUHWRWKHLGHDRIEHLQJUREEHGRIRQH¶VH\HV¶
(Freud, 1919, 138- 7KH GRXEOH LV WKHUHIRUH DW WKH KHDUW RI )UHXG¶V FDVWUDWLRQ
FRPSOH[ WKHVLV $V KDV EHHQ QRWHG WKURXJKRXW WKLV FKDSWHU )UHXG¶V HVVD\ DQG WKH
conclusions drawn are often more complicated than they first appear and extend 
elsewhere in the text, or beyond it. Freud helps to draw a historical link to the 
uncanny double and the development of the ego by quoting the work of another 
DXWKRU 2WWR 5DQN¶V VWXG\ The Double 5DQN¶V ZRUN SXEOLVKed 1914, is 
FRQWHPSRUDQHRXV WR )UHXG¶V VWXG\ 5DQN DOVR UHIHUHQFHV )UHXG WR KLV UHDGHU EXW
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whilst connected, the writers differ considerably in their emphasis. Where Freud 
writes of the double as one of many tropes in his quest for the uncanny, Rank does 
not seek an explanation for das unhemliche but rather discovers it in his focus on the 
doppelgänger: for Rank, the double is the uncanny.  
Rank outlines a specific type of historical contextualisation, involving anthropology, 
in order to locate the origins of the double as an uncanny trope. Rank frequently 
GHVFULEHV WKH GRXEOLQJ KH ILQGV LQ +RIIPDQQ¶V ZRUN DV XQFDQQ\ DQG KH OLQNV WKH
continual presence of this motif in this literature through a similar anthropological 
methodology as Jentsch. Using the anecdotes of folklorists, Rank argues that the first 
physical double identified was the shadow: as a literal doubling identical from its 
RZQHU DQG LUUHPRYDEOH WKH VKDGRZ EHFDPH µFRHTXLYDOHQW ZLWK WKH KXPDQ VRXO¶
(Rank, 1914, 57). As such, the double has always occupied a tentative position 
EHWZHHQ OLIH DQG GHDWK 7KH GRXEOLQJ RI RQH¶V IRUP DV WHVWDPHQW WR D µVRXO¶ FDQ
equally expose the owner to injury or death should their image be misused. Rank 
writes:  
Savages believe that the soul is embodied in the image reproduced by glass, 
ZDWHU SRUWUDLW RU E\ D VKDGRZ 7KH VLPLODUO\ EDVHG GUHDG RI RQH¶V RZQ
portrait or of a photograph is found all over the world ... Since these people 
YLVXDOL]HWKHSHUVRQ¶VVRXOLQKLVLPDJHWKH\IHDUWKDWWKHIRUHLJQSRVVHVVRU
of this image can have a harmful or deadly effect upon it. (65)   
Rank highlights how the doubling of photography ± or, more specifically, the 
contemplation of the technology of photography ± becomes uncanny. It is in this 
way that the figure of the double becomes related to a particular way of thinking. 
)UHXG -HQWVFK DQG 5DQN DOO LGHQWLI\ WKH XQFDQQ\ LQ +RIIPDQQ¶V ZRUN DQG WR
varying degrees) place the double at its core. All publishing within just over a decade 
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WRHDFKRWKHU WKHZULWHUV¶ZRUNVGHPRQVWUDWH the development of psychoanalytical 
ideas in the early 1900s from which we can draw some similarities in their accounts 
of the uncanny. The uncanny, they argue, is a psychological response to external 
stimuli which provokes an unease caused by earlier developments in the human 
SV\FKH WKH µSULPLWLYH¶ VWDJH 7KH SURPLQHQFH RI WKH GRXEOH PRWLI LQ OLWHUDWXUH
(beginning with Hoffmann) makes these tales uncanny because doppelgängers 
remind the readers (albeit unconsciously) of these fears and wishes which would 
otherwise have remained hidden. In this way, all three writers also contribute to what 
)UHXG FDOOV WKH XQFDQQLQHVV RI SV\FKRDQDO\VLV LWVHOI WKH XQFRYHULQJ RI µVHFUHW
IRUFHV¶)UHXGWKURXJKDSURFHVVZKLFKLWVHOILQGXFHVDNLQGRIGRXEOLQJ
bHFRPLQJDVWUDQJHUWRRQH¶VVHOI 
In this way the double is intimately linked to the historical contexts of the 18th 
Century, as outlined above. Rational thinking ± of which psychoanalysis is a 
descendant ± LQHYLWDEO\FDXVHV WKLV µVSOLW¶RUGRXEOLQJ in the mind about the mind. 
7KLVLVWKHGRXEOLQJRXWOLQHGE\&ODUD¶VµPLUURULPDJHRIRXUVHOI¶SKUDVHDQG&ODUD± 
the suspected automaton ± is also representative of this mode of rationalist thinking. 
Further study into the double as a motif strengthens this connection. In a much more 
recent review of the double in German literature, Andrew Webber aligns the figure 
of the doppelgänger much more strongly with the concept of the uncanny as he 
writes that WKHGRXEOHLVWKHYHU\HPERGLPHQWRIWKHXQFDQQ\µWKHDoppelgänger is 
DUFKHW\SDOO\ µXQKHLPOLFK¶ D SULPH ILJXUH RI WKH XQFDQQ\ SUHFLVHO\ LQ WKDW LW LV DQ
RULJLQDOUHVLGHQWLQWKHµ+HLP¶¶:HEEHU-9). Webber envisions the double as 
WKH µKRPH¶ LQ WKH µXQKRPHO\¶ ± the unheimlich ± in two ways. First, the 
doppelgänger is a disruptive element in the literal home of the protagonist, often 
VHUYLQJDVDµILJXUHRIGLVSODFHPHQW¶IRU WKHSUREOHPVLQKHUHQW WR WKDWHQYLURQPHQW
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already (8).17 Second, the doppelgäQJHUVLJQLILHVDVSOLW IURPRQH¶VRZQµKRPH¶ LQ
oneself, anG WKXV WKH UHODWLRQVKLS EHWZHHQ WKH ERG\ DQG ZKDW LV µUHDO¶ 7KH
doppelgänger, Webber writes: 
[embodies] a constitutive, domestic split in subjectivity ... the phenomenon 
creates a scandal for the epistemological order of things ... The duplication, I 
will argue, points up an essential lack which must be supplemented, a lack 
ZLWKLQWKHµUHDOVHOI¶DQGE\H[WHQVLon within the order of the real (8-9).   
In this way, Webber too alludes to the uncanniness of psychoanalysis ± of becoming 
DOLHQ WR RQH¶V VHOI ± which perhaps further explains both the importance of the 
double within the uncanny (the unheimlich), and the centrality of the concept of the 
unheimlich in experiences and discourses on the uncanny. But Webber also suggests 
why it is Hoffmann that provided the inspiration for these explorations into the 
uncanny which the psychoanalysts were drawn to:  
If psychoanalysis was to return to Hoffmann as a privileged literary precursor 
and proponent, then this is not least because his fictions are in a sense so 
many case-histories, working out in narrative form contemporary theories 
which pre-empt key elements of the psychoanalytical project¶.  
7KURXJK5DQN)UHXG¶VDQG-HQWVFK¶VZRUNRQWKHGRXEOHFDQEHFRQWH[WXDOLVHG7KH
trope of the double was clearly a popular topic for psychoanalysis at the beginning of 
the 20th &HQWXU\ DQG WKH ZULWHUV¶ XQLYHUVDO UHOLDQFH RQ +RIIPDQQ DQG KLV
contemporaries demonstrates again the importance of this literary heritage. What I 
have termed the language of the uncanny thus continues to be an integral part of this 
history for the technological uncanny. Through Hoffmann, the double is historically 
                                                          
17
 This can be seen in The Sandman with the literal invasion of the home in the legend of the Sandman 
WROG WR1DWKDQLHODVDFKLOGDQG WKHSUHVHQFHRI&RSSHOLXV WKH ODZ\HU LQ WKHSURWDJRQLVW¶VKRPHDW
night. Webber also notes how the doppelgänger is usually gendered as male and is inextricably linked 




situated within the same Enlightenment period as the invention of automata. 
Although Rank adopts a pseudo-anthropological approach, hiV ZRUN¶V UROH LQ WKH
larger establishment of psychoanalytical theory demonstrates how the double is an 
uncanny experience which involves perception. I want to unpack this idea further 
and develop the contextualisation of the double to help illuminate the experience of 
this trope as part of the technological uncanny which speaks to a specific mode of 
VSHFWDWRUVKLS-HQWVFK¶VLGHDRIWKHXQFDQQ\DVDQµLQWHOOHFWXDOXQFHUWDLQW\¶LVXVHIXO
here. Jentsch characterises the uncanny experience as one which challenges mental 
faculties and skills of interpretation. Nathaniel embodies this concept as, Freud 
QRWHV WKDW WKHUH LV GRXEW ZKHWKHU WR LQWHUSUHW 1DWKDQLHO¶V YHUVLRQ RI HYHQWV DV WKH
µGHOLULXP RI WKH SDQLF-VWULFNHQ ER\¶ )UHXG   &ODUD LV WKH RSSRVLWH
because, as illuminated earlier, she represents rational thought. Indeed as quoted 
earlier, Clara describes in detail how Nathaniel must have misremembered his 
childhood trauma with the Sandman and provides logical explanations for the 
supernatural sights Nathaniel claims to have seen (Hoffmann, 1816, 95). Clara 
therefore functions as the counterpoint to the uncanny experience in the story. 
Ultimately she reinforces the uncanniness of the tale because her account does not 
satisfactorily explain the strangeness of events. There were other technological 
developments of the 18th Century which engaged with the tension between uncanny 
and rational modes of thinking, of which Clara is a descendent. Considering these 
technologies will further demonstrate how the double emerges as a key component in 
experiencing the technological uncanny as a particular type of reception between 
illusion and spectator.    
The 18th Century technology which demonstrates this link is the phantasmagoria. 
The invention of the phantasmagoria is attributed to the Belgian inventor, scientist 
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and showman Étiene-*DVSDUG 5REHUWVRQ LQ WKH ODWH ¶V 6LJQLILFDQWO\ WKH LGHD
and basis of the phantasmagoria was inspired by Athanasius Kircher to whom the 
invention of the magic lantern (although not named as such until much later) is 
attributed to in the 17th Century. As such the phantasmagoria is an important part of 
the lineage of cinema: it is an early example of scientists and showmen 
experimenting with the art of projecting moving images. The first phantasmagoria 
GLVSOD\RUZKDW5REHUWVRQFDOOHGµIDQWDVPDJRULH¶WRRNSODFHLQ3DULVLQDVD
µ*RWKLF H[WUDYDJDQ]D FRPSOHWHZLWK IDVKLRQDEO\5DGFOLIIHDQGpFRU¶ &DVWOH 
146). The surrounding in which the phantasmagoria took place would continue to be 
an important part of the show: once the display had become a popular attraction, 
Robertson later moved the phantasmagoria to an old crypt within a convent, where 
he performed amongst the graves and tombs. The sequence of the VKRZ¶V HYHQWV
changed little during this time: the performance would commence with a general 
display of optical tricks and illusions before the main part started. For his main 
attraction, 5REHUWVRQLQNHHSLQJZLWKWKHµDJJUHVVLYHO\UDWLRQDOLVW¶VHQWLPHQWVRIWKH
Enlightenment, would inform the audience that the supernatural world was false: 
ghosts did not exist. Immediately after his opening speech, the spectators would be 
plunged into total darkness and the phantasmagoria display would commence: ghosts 
and spectres would be made to appear from the gloom, growing in size and often 
transforming before the eyes or mutating into other demonic forms. As one 
contemporary account testifies, often the audience participated: spectators claimed to 
VHH WKHLU IDPLO\¶V GHSDUWHG DSSHDU DJDin during the show and, on one occasion, a 
PDQFODLPHGWRVHHKLVGHDGZLIHDQGµUDQRIIQRWEHOLHYLQJLWDSKDQWRPDQ\PRUH¶
(quoted in Castle, 1995, 148).    
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7KHSKDQWDVPDJRULD¶V DELOLW\ WR VXSSRVHGO\PDNH WKHGHDG UHWXUQ WR OLIH LV DOUHDG\
quite uncanny: this provides an early example of )UHXG¶VXQFDQQ\WURSHRI doubting 
the distinction between the inanimate (the dead) and the animate (the living). 
5REHUWVRQ¶VFKRLFHRIORFDWLRQVXUHO\FRQWULEXWHGWRWKLVVWDJLQJWKHSKDQWDVPDJRULD
in the crypt of a convent transformed the space for the spectator from the quiet 
resting place of the deceased into a portal between the living and the dead, where the 
quiet and still reserve of the burial chambers are infused with animation and chaos. 
The location and show also brought together two elements of the controversial 
debate emerging in the 18th Century: the tension between religion (the religiously 
interred graves) and science (the technology behind the phantasmagoria). It is this 
tension which begins to reveal how the uncanny emerges as a distinct experience in 
the 18th &HQWXU\&DVWOHQRWHV5REHUWVRQ¶VSKDQWDVPDJRULDµLQGXFHGLQWKHVSHFWDWRU
DNLQGRIPDGGHQLQJFRQWUDGLFWRU\SHUFHSWLRQ¶YLHZHUVDUHH[SOLFLWO\WROGLQ
5REHUWVRQ¶VUDWLRQDOLVWLQWURGXFWLRQthat ghosts do not exist and yet they are made to 
see them anyway. This is quite different from an attempt to indoctrinate the audience 
into the belief of ghosts and the supernatural, as a séance (which also emerged in the 
18th century) may do: rather, human senses concurred that these ghosts actually 
appeared&DVWOHQRWHV µ$QG LQDFUD]\ZD\ WKH\ were real ghosts. That is to say, 
they were not mere effects of the imagination: they were indisputably there; one saw 
them as clearly as any other object of seQVH¶ 
The phantasmagoria therefore addresses the viewer in a very specific way. 
Spectators are encouraged to think about the mechanisms which create the illusion. 
The audience is aware that this is just an illusion ± a trick of the mind ± as they are 
explicitly told before the show that the images projected are not real. The automata 
described earlier function in a similar manner: the clockwork figures were presented 
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as entertainments and, for The Mechanical Turk, many engaged in debate about how 
the technology behind the illusion was achieved18 'HVSLWH +RIIPDQQ¶V WDOH WR WKH
contrary, automata were not made to fool crowds into believing they are real people. 
It is this mode of address based in these 18th Century entertainments ± of establishing 
an actively engaged and participating viewer ± which underpins my idea of the 
technological uncanny. Interestingly, the phantasmagoria complicates the nature of 
its reception with the inclusion of ghosts; the event deliberately selects subject 
material which cannot possibly materialize, thereby challenging the viewer further. 
This provides another useful metaphor for the 18th Century experience: just as the 
UDWLRQDOEHFRPHVDQHVWDEOLVKHGPRGHRIWKLQNLQJWKHPLQGµGRXEOHV¶LWVHOIZLWKWKH
ghostly experiences offered by shows like the phantasmagoria. The experience of the 
uncanny is, once again, historically situated.   
The tradition of bringing the dead back to life through mechanical means finds 
historical relevance again through Spiritualism. Like the phantasmagoria, these 
traditions are concerned with the creation of doubles, specifically the doubling of 
non-living entities. However, whereas the phantasmagoria revealed the working of 
its own mechanical nature by stressing to the audience the illusions were unreal, the 
traditions of Spiritualism and its related schools of thought used technology as 
FRQILUPDWLRQ WKDW VSLULWV ZHUH UHDO WKURXJK WKH XVH RI µVSLULW SKRWRJUDSK\¶ 7KH
technology behind photography developed several centuries ago although 
experiments into how to capture a permanent image of reality gained momentum in 
the 18th Century. Advancements in the camera obscura (mentioned in the next 
chapter) and the magic lantern (which the phantasmagoria used) are integral to this 
                                                          
18
 It should be noted that The Mechanical Turk was not the complete clockwork invention Kempelen 
claimed. Coincidentally, Edgar Allen Poe was one of the authors who speculated on how the Turk 
operated and he guessed ± correctly ± that the automaton concealed a real person (Poe, 1836). The 
Turk was probably operated by a series of levers and magnets (Standage, 2002). 
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development. The first successful attempt to take a photograph took place in the 
early years of the 19th Century and thus photography represents a technology which 
bridges the period of Enlightenment with the rapid modernisation of the Western 
world which would continue and accelerate in the following century. Photography is 
also a prerequisite to the cinema: it was the use of the technology to chemically 
record an image which became the basis for moving and projecting such pictures in a 
form which we recognise today as cinema. Photography is also instrumental in 
enhancing the importance of the uncanny to the 18th and 19th Centuries as it creates a 
physical double of its captured subjects. This, in itself, is quite uncanny and indicates 
the strangeness of science ± and the incomplete banishment of supernatural belief ± 
prevalent at this time. As Tom Gunning observes:  
[If] photography emerged as the material support for a new positivism, it was 
also experienced as an uncanny phenomenon, one which seemed to 
undermine the unique identity of objects and people, endlessly reproducing 
the appearances of objects, creating a parallel world of phantasmatic doubles 
alongside the concrete world of the sense verified by positivism. While the 
process of photography could be thoroughly explained by chemical and 
physical operations, the cultural reception of the process frequently 
associated it with the occult and supernatural (Gunning, 1995b, 43). 
6SLULWXDOLVPH[WHQGHGWKLVSRWHQWLDOFRQVLGHUDEO\µVSLULWSKRWRJUDSK\¶PHFKDQLFDOO\
recorded the bodies of the living with images of the dead. The spirit photographs of 
the 19th Century usually depict portraits of people with an ethereal twist: somewhere 
in the picture can be seen another face, translucent and ghostly, which the 
spiritualists claimed to be the soul of a departed. If not an actual picture of a 
deceased person (i.e., a decipherable human face), spirit photography would capture 
images which were claimed to be evidence of spirit activity. Images often feature 





Photography merely made such an unseen force visible. In this way spirit 
photography closely mirrors the experience of the original phantasmagoria: despite 
5REHUWVRQ¶VFODLPVWRWKHFRQWUDU\WKHVKRZ¶VDWWUDFWLRQZDVURRWHGLQWKHDELOLW\WR
PDNH WKH GHDG FRPH EDFN WR µOLIH¶ EHIRUH WKH VSHFWDWRU¶V eyes. The difference, of 
course, is that the phantasmagoria was a self-conscious spectacle, an attraction 
invented for entertainment purposes. Spirit photography, on the other hand, was 
considered (by the movement at least) the irrefutable evidence of ghostly presences 
which MXVWLILHG WKH PRYHPHQW¶V H[LVWHQFH 6FLHQFH LWVHOI LV WKXV PDGH VWUDQJH DQG
XQFDQQ\ DV *XQQLQJ FRQWLQXHV µ7KH 6SLULWXDOLVW HQFRXQWHU ZLWK SKRWRJUDSK\
reveals the uncanny aspect of this technological process, as one is confronted with 
doubles that can be endlessly scrutinized for their recognizable features, but whose 
RULJLQV UHPDLQ REVFXUH¶ -67). Photography becomes a double of itself: it is the 
scientific process of chemical reactions which can be rationally explained, but the 
technology is also transformed through spirit photography into an integral 
component in the mysterious practices of the supernatural.  
It must be noted that these photographs from the 19th Century have since been 
GLVPLVVHG E\ WKH PDMRULW\ DV IUDXGV WKH µJKRVW¶ ILJXUHV ZKLFK DSSHDU QH[W WR WKH
(living) bodies in the pictures were usually created through double-exposures. But 
HYHQWKHNQRZOHGJHWKDWWKLVSKRWRJUDSKLFµSURRI¶RIWKHVSLULWXDOZRUOGLVIDOVHGRHV
QRWXVXUS WKH LPDJHV¶XQFDQQ\SRWHQWLDO WKH6SLULtualism movement revealed how 
even scientific technologies like photography ± which is a product of the rationalist 
thinking and invention which started in the 18th Century ± can be revealed as 
unreliable. Photography, in this sense, is no more trustworthy RU µSURRI¶ RI HYHQWV
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than the séance and mediums of the 19th Century, or the phantasmagoria of the 18th 
Century, claimed to be. This tension has been transferred into conceptions of the 
cinema and this dichotomy ± between cinema as photographic evidence of events 
and/or a special effect and entertainment ± KDVRQO\EHHQH[DFHUEDWHGE\DQDORJXH¶V
replacement with digital technologies. This is a topic discussed at length in Chapter 
 7R EHWWHU XQGHUVWDQG KRZ SKRWRJUDSK\¶V DELOLW\ WR FUHDWH D GRXEOH LV UHODWed to 
ERWKWKHWHFKQRORJ\¶Vcapability to capture reality and its capacity to manipulate that 
appearance, one must consider the theory of the index.  
7KH XQFDQQLQHVV RI HDUO\ FLQHPD HPHUJHV LQ SDUW IURP WKH PHGLXP¶V DELOLW\ WR
create an indexical double of the human form which is based on the technology of 
the photograph. One of the most famous discussions of this ontology is by André 
Bazin who argues that photography has satisfied this need for realism, particularly 
EHFDXVHWKHPHGLXPLVDµPHFKDQLFDOUHproduction in the making of which man plays 
QR SDUW¶ Bazin, 1945,  ,QGHHG WKH FUXFLDO OLQN KHUH LV EHWZHHQ WKH PHGLXP¶V
UHODWLRQVKLS WR LWV VXEMHFW µ7KHSKRWRJUDSKDV VXFKDQG WKHREMHFW LQ LWVHOI VKDUH D
common being, after the fashion of the fingeUSULQW¶  %D]LQ¶V DVVRFLDWLRQ RI
photography with fingerprints strongly invokes theories of the index, as postulated 
by Charles Sanders Peirce, highlighting that the physical imprint of the referent 
present in the chemical processes of photography reflects the unique link the medium 
UHWDLQV WR WKH µUHDO¶ ZRUOG %D]LQ XQGHUOLQHV WKLV SRLQW E\ FRQWUDVWLQJ SKRWRJUDSK\
from its aesthetic predecessor painting, noting how photography becomes the 
mechanical reproduction of the real. This raises the notion of the index: 
SKRWRJUDSK\¶V reproduction of reality maintains a unique link or essence to that 
ZKLFK LW UHSUHVHQWV 3KRWRJUDSK\ FDSWXUHV D PRPHQW RI WKH µUHDO¶ LQ LWV LPPHGLDWH
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form but releases the ephemeral from the chains of time and space, artificially 
granting immortality to that which shall otherwise physically decay.  
Roland Barthes clearly articulates these ideas in his investigation of photography and 
his language further reveals the potential uncanniness of the photographic process. 
Like Bazin, BartheV LGHQWLILHV SKRWRJUDSK\¶V LQGH[LFDO QDWXUH DV FHQWUDO WR LWV
RQWRORJLFDOVWDWXVµ$VSHFLILFSKRWRJUDSK LQHIIHFW LVQHYHUGLVWLQJXLVKHGIURPLWV
UHIHUHQW  WKH UHIHUHQWDGKHUHV¶ %DUWKHV-6). As indicated, the mechanical 
process of the camera ensures a direct link between the final photograph and that 
ZKLFKLWUHSUHVHQWVLWVREMHFWRIVWXG\,QGHHGLQKLVTXHVWWRGHILQHWKHµHVVHQFH¶RI
SKRWRJUDSK\%DUWKHVUHPDUNVWKDWLWLVWKHµVWXEERUQ¶SUHVHQFHRIWKHUHIHUHQW± the 
capturing of the obMHFW¶V µHVVHQFH¶± ZKLFK LV DW WKHKHDUWRISKRWRJUDSK\¶VQDWXUH
(6). For Barthes this raises significant implications for the viewer and the viewed 
(the photographed). With the latter, Barthes describes the act of being photographed 
as the ultimate fusion between the human body and its flesh, machine (the camera), 
and its artificial reproduction (the photograph). He writes that to be photographed is 
to transform from subject into object and to feel this metamorphosis at the point of 
SRVLQJ µ, LQVWDQWDQHRXsly make another body for myself, I transform myself in 
DGYDQFH LQWRDQ LPDJH¶ 3RVLQJ WKHQ LV DFRQVFLRXVDFNQRZOHGJHPHQWRI WKH
FRQYHUVLRQRIWKHLPDJHRIRQH¶VERG\µQRZ¶LQWRDSKRWRJUDSKLFUHSUHVHQWDWLRQ7KH
implication of this for temporality is expressed by Barthes soon afterwards:  
But today it is as if we repressed the profound madness of Photography: it 
reminds of its mythic heritage only by that faint uneasiness which seizes me 
ZKHQ,ORRNDWµP\VHOI¶RQDSLHFHRISDSHU 
To be photographed, then, is to mechanically create a double of oneself, an artificial 




double in photography fossilises the immediacy of the moment captured, elevating 
the instance of posing to a permanent temporal positioning that the original subject ± 
the photographed body ± will inevitably move beyond. In short, the physical body 
will age but the photographed body will endure. It is here, then, that one moves from 
EHLQJWKHVXEMHFW DW WKHSRLQWRIEHLQJSKRWRJUDSKHGXQGHUWKHSKRWRJUDSKHU¶VRU
PRUH SUHFLVHO\ WKH FDPHUD¶V JD]H DQG LQWR DQ REMHFW VLPXOWDQHRXVO\ 7KH XQLTXH
ontology and temporality of the photograph, Barthes writes, thus reveals a strange 
facet inherent to the medium. He surmises: 
And the person or thing photographed is the target, the referent, kind of little 
simulacrum, any eidolon emitted by the object, which I should like to call the 
Spectrum of the Photograph, because this word retains, through its root, a 
UHODWLRQWRµVSHFWDFOH¶DQGDGGVWRLWWKDWUDWKHUWHUULEOHWKLQJZKLFKLVWKHUHLQ
every photograph: the return of the dead. (9)    
Barthes reveals the final element explaining the uncanniness of photography: the 
doubling and exclusive temporality of a photograph causes the uncanny realisation 
WKDWRQH¶VLPDJHVKDOOFRQWLQXHORQJDIWHULWVVXEMHFW-matter ± the physical body ± has 
perished. This re-DIILUPVSKRWRJUDSK\¶VSRVLtion in a longer tradition of artificially 
FUHDWLQJRQH¶VµRZQWHPSRUDOGHVWLQ\¶DVLGHQWLILHGE\%D]LQZLWKSDLQWLQJDQGRWKHU
PRUHOLWHUDOIRUPVRIFUHDWLQJSK\VLFDOUHPLQGHUVRUµFDVWV¶RIWKHERG\DVZLWKOLIH
and death masks19. But for Barthes this fact produces distinctive effects upon the 
viewer of the photograph ± WKRVHORRNLQJDWWKHGHDGµUHWXUQLQJ¶± which can be only 
described as uncanny. Again, his language is revealing. Barthes writes that upon 
YLHZLQJ SKRWRJUDSKV KH IHHOV µ VRPHWKLQJ PRUe like an internal agitation, an 
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excitement, a certain labor too, the pressure of the unspeakable which wants to be 
VSRNHQ¶,QWKLV statement, which could double as an epigraph for the notion of 
the uncanny itself, Barthes describes the strange feeling that comes from 
DFNQRZOHGJLQJWKHµIDFWV¶SUHVHQWHGE\SKRWRJUDSK\ 
Barthes and Bazin therefore outline the indexical connection photography maintains 
ZLWKUHDOLW\WKHLUGHVFULSWLRQVHYRFDWLYHRI3HLUFH¶VIRUPXODWLRQRIWKHFRQFHSW7KH
technology of the photography also aligns with WKHWHFKQRORJLFDOXQFDQQ\¶VKLVWRU\
of creating doubles. Moreover, Barthes begins to elucidate this indexicality as a 
specific mode of reception. He writes how particular images can produce a startling 
affect, what he terms WKH µpunctum¶ (examples of which for early cinema I will 
explore in Chapter 2). Intriguingly, the punctum occurs when the uncanniness of the 
above ontological facts, which permeates every photograph, comes to the fore. 
Vitally, however, this happens upon viewing another human body:  
From a real body, which was there, proceed radiations which ultimately 
touch me, who am here ... A sort of umbilical cord links the body of the 
photographed thing to my gaze: light, though impalpable, is here a carnal 
medium, a skin I share with anyone who has been photographed (80-1).  
The emphasis returns then to the indexical nature of the medium: the materiality of 
the photographic form and its mechanical processing records reality and confirms the 
existence of this physical body. This photographed body acts as the trace to its 
physical counterpart, perhaps long since passed. Experiencing photography thus 
allows for the possibility of re-FDSWXULQJ WKHµHVVHQFH¶RI WKHSKRWRJUDSKHGSHUVRQ





is a history which is rooted in other technological reproductions of double and, in 
particular, in the spectacular ± and uncanny ± sight of the human body. The 
contemplation of this strange convergence is the acknowledgement of the 
technological uncanny. Laura Mulvey helps to illuminate these links:   
A sense of the uncanny, often experienced as a collapse of rationality, is a 
property of the human mind and its uncertainties ... [Bazin and Barthes] 
reveal ways in which the two, the index and the uncanny, interweave in their 
reflections on both sides of this (Mulvey, 2006, 55).  
,WLVDQDZDUHQHVVRIHDUO\FLQHPD¶VSKRWRJUDSKLFDQGLQGH[LFDOSURSHUWLHVZKLFK,
contend, inform the reactions of viewers to the medium. However, this is not to 
argue for cinema ± or, indeed, photography ± as strictly indexical, or to present this 
QRWLRQDVWKHPHGLXP¶VGHILQLQJHOHPHQW$OWKRXJKWKHLQGH[KDVEHHQXVHGLQWKLV
way for other theorists20, Tom Gunning highlights how the rigidity of the term 
negates its usefulness (Gunning, 2007). However, I argue it is the idea of the index, 
rather than its reality, which is important here to the reception of cinema within an 
experience of the technological uncanny. Some clarifications on the theory of the 
index help to illuminate this significant nuance. Peter Wollen observes how Charles 
S. Peirce did not consider his system of signs ± of which the index is one ± to be 
µPXWXDOO\H[FOXVLYH¶DQGWKHWKHRULVWFRQVLGHUHGSKRWRJUDSK\WREHFDSDEOHRIVRPH
VLJQLILFDQW µRYHUODSSLQJ¶ LQ KLV WKHRULHV :ROOHQ   :KHQ RQH UHturns to 
3HLUFH¶V RULJLQDO WH[W WKLV RYHUODSSLQJ EHFRPHV DSSDUHQW 3HLUFH FDOOV WKH LQGH[ µD
sign which refers to the Object that it denotes by virtue of being really affected by 
WKDW 2EMHFW¶ 3HLUFH   ,W LV WKLV FRQQHFWLRQ ZKLFK HQFRPSDVVHV %D]LQ¶V
DQG %DUWKHV¶V FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ RI SKRWRJUDSK\ WKH LPSUHVVLRQ RI OLJKW IURP WKH
object which is reflected onto the negative is indexical in this way. However, 
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a sign which refers to the Object that it denotes merely by virtue of characters of its 
RZQ¶  3KRWRJUDSK\ ± and, by extension, cinema ± is also iconic because it 
looks the same as the object it captures. This resemblance is not negated by the 
presence or absence of the index.   
This raises the question as to why it is the index which is given a privileged position 
LQ %D]LQ¶V DQG %DUWKHV¶V ZULWLQJV UDWKHU WKDQ WKH LGHD RI WKH LFRQ DIWHU DOO LW LV
SKRWRJUDSK\¶VLFRQLFFDSDELOLWLHVLQFUHDWLQJDGRXEOHZKLFh is a central concern for 
ERWKZULWHUV'XGOH\$QGUHZFRQVLGHUV%D]LQ¶VDVVRFLDWLRQZLWKLQGH[LFDOWKHRU\DV
µWKH HSLSKDQLF YLHZ RI FLQHPD ZLWK ZKLFK %D]LQ KDV DOZD\V EXW QRW TXLWH
DFFXUDWHO\ EHHQ DVVRFLDWHG¶ $QGUHZ   %D]LQ¶V LGHQWLILFDWLRQ RI the 
indexical qualities of the photograph translate complexly onto his writing on cinema 
LQ ZKLFK KH DUJXHV QRW IRU WKH XQPHGLDWHG SUHVHQFH RI WKH µUHDO¶ LQ WKH DQDORJXH
image, but for a particular type of aesthetic which bears a special relationship to the 
possibilities for identifying the real. As Andrews explains:  
5HPHPEHU %D]LQ FODLPHG WKDW SKRWRJUDSKLF SRUWUDLWV GRQ¶W UHSUHVHQW WKHLU
VXEMHFWV UDWKHU WKH\ DUH µJUH\ RU VHSLD VKDGRZV SKDQWRPOLNH  WKH
disturbing presence of lives halted in a set mRPHQWLQWKHLUGXUDWLRQ¶&LQHPD
confronts us with something resistant, to be sure, but not necessarily with the 
VROLGERG\RIWKHZRUOG7KURXJKFLQHPDWKHZRUOGµDSSHDUV¶WKDWLVLWWDNHV
RQWKHTXDOLWLHVDQGVWDWXVRIDQµDSSDULWLRQ¶ 
$QGUHZ¶V description here is evocative of the doubling properties of the 
phantasmagoria which forces the contemplation of the ghosts it creates. The 
phantoms of cinema and photography, however, are the recorded bodies of real 




What is on screen is not reality but its precipitate, its tracing, its remains 
which, like the mummy, may allow us to conjure the presence of something 
fuller, the phantom of that paradoxically more solid reality that hovers 
spectrally around, behind, or before the screen (41). 
$QGUHZ¶V HYRFDWLYH LPDJH KHUH KHOSV WR VKLIW WKH GLVFXVVLRQ FRQFHUQLQJ WKH LQGH[
away from strictly ontologiFDOFRQVLGHUDWLRQVDQGEHJLQV WR LOOXPLQDWH WKHYLHZHU¶V
experience of photographed pictures, including cinema. This latter factor is the 
crucial point for Niels Niessen: whilst cinema may have a relationship to the index, 
this bond ± in analogue or digital films ± is not necessarily acknowledged by the 
spectator as an experience of the index:  
The answer in all these cases comes down to the impossibility of seeing the 
index-as-trace itself. The indexical connection between the analog image and 
the profilmic is never perceived, or experienced in a broader sense, 
immediately, but is always mediated (Niessen, 2012, 171).  
1LHVVHQQRWHVWKDWWKLVGRHVQRWPHDQWKDWWKHLQGH[LVQHYHUµIHOW¶UDWKHUWKHLPDJH
QHHGVWRFRQWDLQµWUXVWZRUWK\PDUNHUVRILQGH[LFDOLW\¶LQRUGHUWRVD\µKHUHLWLVWKH
WUDFH¶ ,W LVKHUH WKDW WKH WHFKQRORJLFDOXQFDQQ\FDQEHEHWWHUXQGHUVWRRG$V
will become apparent in later FKDSWHUVLWLVFLQHPD¶VDELOLW\WREHERWKLQGH[LFDOand 
iconic which is central to the use of visual effects in the films analysed. But viewers 
often return to the idea of the index ± that the image on-screen bears some physical 
relationship to reality ± in their experience of these visual effects as uncanny. This is, 
I believe, because the uncanny trope of the double can be traced back beyond Freud 
to a history of technologies producing doppelgängers of the human body (alive and 
dead) which demanded viewers think about what they are seeing. It is a type of 
thinking which, again, should be contextualised within the Enlightenment period and 
influences the development of technologies which would later influence cinema. The 
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idea of the index is one which forces the viewer to think about the ontological 
possibilities of the photographic medium: of the relationship between the double on-
screen and the living body it depicts; of how visual effects technology can marvel 
audiences with the verisimilitude of the image whilst undermining this iconic 
resemblance of reality through manipulation. It is this mode of spectatorship that is 
part of the technological uncanny and influences the YLHZHUV¶ experience of visual 
effects technologies. 
Defining the Technological Uncanny  
As this chapter demonstrates, my definition of the technological uncanny begins 
with but extends beyond the musings Freud provides in his key text on the topic. The 
difficulties Freud has in pinning-down the uncanny in a single, all-encompassing 
H[SODQDWLRQ UHIOHFWV WKH FRPSOH[LW\RIGHDOLQJZLWK WKHFRQFHSW7R UHSHDW5R\OH¶V
vivid description of the prRFHVV WKHDWWHPSW WRZULWHDERXW WKHXQFDQQ\ LV µWR ILQG
RQHVHOILPPHUVHGLQWKHPDGGHQLQJORJLFRIWKHVXSSOHPHQWWRHQJDJHZLWKDK\GUD¶
(Royle, 2003, 8). This is because the uncanny is about the in-between, the slippages 
in definitions and the blurring of boundaries. It can cause feelings of unease, intrigue 
and be startling. Freud successfully evokes what it feels like to experience the 
uncanny, even if his explanation for the phenomena is not wholly satisfying. My 
own use of the term therefore does nRWIROORZ)UHXG¶VPDLQDUJXPHQWFRQFHUQLQJWKH
FDVWUDWLRQFRPSOH[7RHFKR/HVOH\6WHUQ¶VWKRXJKWVRQWKHWRSLFWKHXQFDQQ\µLVD
perfectly operative concept without castration and so my usage does not entail this 
XQGHUSLQQLQJ¶ 6WHUQ   )RU PH the importance of the term can only be 
understood through historically contextualisating the concept. I argue it is this 
history of the interplay between scientific developments, realistic representations of 
the human body, the tradition of literature, an informed mode of spectatorship and 
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the idea of the index which exemplify the technological uncanny. The technological 
uncanny is both the experience of feeling the uncanny, as described above, and the 
contemplation about the nature of the technology and body which forces this 
reaction. This response can be identified through language where the tropes of 
automata and doubling inform the audience reception to early and digital cinemas.  
The technological uncanny is therefore a specific strand and tradition I have 
identified within other projects on the topic. The technological uncanny is, to extend 
5R\OH¶VPHWDSKRU WKHFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRIP\ µK\GUDKHDG¶ LQ wider scholarship on 
the uncanny. The way in which the technological uncanny will inform my analysis of 
WKHVHVHOHFWHGWLPHSHULRGVLVDJDLQLQGLFDWHGE\&ODUD¶VSKUDVHµDPLUURULPDJHRI
RXUVHOI¶&LQHPDWLF WHFKQRORJLHVSURYLGH WKHPHDQV WR FUHDWH ILOPLFGRXEOHVRI WKH
UHFRUGHGERG\UHDOLVWLFUHSUHVHQWDWLRQVRIWKHKXPDQ<HWWKLVLVQRWWUXO\µRXUVHOI¶: 
it is a mediated, technological reproduction. The films analysed in this thesis draw 
attention to these visual effects and engage directly with the language of the uncanny 
on a visual level. I demonstrate the first of these links now in Chapter 2 where I shall 
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Early Cinema, the Technological Uncanny and the Human Body On-Screen 
The Uncanny, in other words, had left its physical, concrete self behind; it no 
longer solely took the form of a single automated figure, but had become 
generalized, diffused throughout a new world of spectacle and magic. Into 
this world came another mechanized monster: the celluloid frames of the 
cinema, editing together by technological Frankensteins and brought to life. 
On film, man was made mechanical, reproduced over and over like an object 
in a factory, and granted movement by the cranking of a machine.  
Cinema was a direct descendant of the androids of the Enlightenment; its 
birth was a Promethean, or Pygmalionesque, event  
(Wood, 2002, 160).                 
In the last chapter the theory of the uncanny was contextualised historically as a 
concept and a reaction emerging within the 18th Century in response to several 
scientific developments. The automaton and the double are identified as prominent 
uncanny tropes intimately connected to the technological advancements instigated 
during this period and the impact these have on the representation and reception of 
the human body. It is here that the technological uncanny finds its roots. The concept 
encompasses what is uncanny about the convergence between body and technology: 
the unease surrounding the mechanical nature of the body or the machine made more 
human; the doubling which forces the viewer to contemplate this experience; the 
relationship of the uncanny to language and the difficulties in conceptualising this 
experience; and this mode of reception which is intimately linked in photography ± 
and, by extension, early cinema ± to the idea that the medium is indexical and yet 
PHGLDWHG FDSDEOH RI PDQLSXODWLRQ *DE\ :RRG¶V RSHQLQJ TXRWDWLRQ VXPV XS WKH
trajectory of this history, drawing a direct link between automata ± which were the 
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starting point of establishing my definition of the technological uncanny ± and the 
beginnings of cinema; I shall explore early cinema in this chapter as a period which 
dialectically engages with the technological uncanny once again, as the spectacle of 
the human body is now a representation projected on-screen. The language of the 
uncanny ± descriptions which evoke these tropes and others slippages in definitional 
boundaries ± is evident in the responses viewers had to this spectacle and in the 
emphasis placed by filmmakers upon the portrayal of the body as an attraction.  
This chapter will, then, support the conclusions of Chapter 1 and develop these 
further. It will show how the technological uncanny becomes relevant once again in 
the history of the representation of the human body and is intimately linked to the 
reception of those moving pictures, as well as the existing scholarship contemplating 
WKHVH QRWLRQV ,W LV LQWHUHVWLQJ WKDW :RRG VKRXOG GHVFULEH HDUO\ FLQHPD DV µD QHZ
ZRUOG RI VSHFWDFOH DQG PDJLF¶ 'HVFULSWLRQV RI the new spectacular visual effects 
analysed in this thesis are often compared to magic, with the term gathering 
particular significance in the connection between the technological uncanny and 
digital bodies in Chapters 4 and 5. The emphasis on magic helps to illuminate an 
important nuance which underpins this analysis and my use of the technological 
uncanny as a concept and, more specifically, as a mode of spectatorship. Matthew 
Solomon explores the idea of magic as comparable to the cinematic address of 
audiences by contrasting this with Spiritualism. He notes how the use of 
SKRWRJUDSK\ LQ 6SLULWXDOLVP DV PHFKDQLFDO µSURRI¶ RI WKH H[LVWHQFH RI WKH DIWHUOLIH
does not find an equivalent in early cinema. As noted in Chapter 1, spirit 
photography addresses the viewer in a different way to the traditions of doubling in 
OLWHUDWXUHDQGWKHSKDQWDVPDJRULDLQWKDWSKRWRJUDSK\¶VLQGH[LFDOQDWXUHLVXSKHOGDV
LUUHIXWDEOHSURRI LQ6SLULWXDOLVP WUDGLWLRQV6RORPRQDUJXHV WKH µLQFLSLHQWFLQHPD¶V
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cultural associations witK PDJLF  ZRUNHG WR UHSUHVV DQG GLVSODFH WKH PHGLXP¶V
SKHQRPHQRORJLFDODIILQLWLHVZLWKDSSDUHQWVSLULWSKHQRPHQD¶6RORPRQ  
This chapter also emphasises the relationship between early cinema and traditions of 
magic but it does so to further e[SODLQ WKH WHFKQRORJLFDO XQFDQQ\¶V PRGH RI
spectatorship. To characterise the reception of early cinema as part of the history of 
the technological uncanny is not to endorse the view that the images on-screen were 
LQWHUSUHWHG DV µUHDO¶ UDWKHU WKHVH DUH Shotographically realistic pictures related to 
reality through the complexities of the idea of the index. Indeed, to be fooled into 
believing cinema images were depicting events actually taking place would not be an 
experience of the uncanny. The uncanny is based on an acknowledgement that there 
is a strangeness present, an alienating experience whereby the mind metaphorically 
doubles itself to consciously reflect on this eerie occurrence. To be completely 
fooled is to be ignorant of the illusion and therefore not aware of the uncanny 
potential or processes taking place. This distinction is particularly important when 
analysing early cinema as such investigations can easily assume spectators were 
overwhelmed by the images because of a complete unfamiliarity with the medium. 
The contextualising of the technological uncanny within early cinema and its 
relationship to the traditions of magic helps to counter this view, whilst illuminating 
further how one can characterise the experience: what the technological uncanny 
feels like.    
To explore these themes this chapter is divided into four sections. First, I will outline 
how the history explored in Chapter 1 provides the backdrop for the context and 
development of early cinema. To show this I will interrogate the tHUPµHDUO\FLQHPD¶
clarifying my use of the phrase. My reference to the technology of the mid-1890s as 
µFLQHPD¶ LV WR KHOS KLJKOLJKW WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI PRYLQJ SKRWRJUDSKLF LPDJHV DV D
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historically significant event which emerges from earlier developments but also 
encompasses a distinctly new experience for audiences. This continuity with the past 
whilst engaging with the possibilities of the new is a trend which is identified again 
through the technological uncanny when these photographic practices are merged 
with digital technologies, as explored in Chapters 3 and 4. The aim in this chapter is 
WRVSHDNRIµHDUO\FLQHPD¶DVDVSHFLILFWLPHSHULRGZKLFKLVKLVWRULFDOO\VLWXDWHGDQG
characterises the early film audience as informed and experienced spectators. In my 
own analysis I am focussing on a period which dates from approximately 1895 ± 
1906. My overview of this history emphasises the diversity of the audience and 
where such films were experienced between these dates: of particular importance is 
the issue of class, national contexts and the trends in exhibition, with a move toward 
purpose-built theatres towards the end of this era. This section shall provide a 
summary of these important aspects by drawing upon important, recent histories in 
early cinema studies. Section two builds upon this history and demarcates my 
intervention into this debate by aligning my theory of the technological uncanny 
ZLWKLQFXUUHQWVFKRODUVKLSRQHDUO\FLQHPDVSHFWDWRUVKLS7RP*XQQLQJ¶VµFLQHPDRI
DWWUDFWLRQV¶ *XQQLQJDQG'DQ1RUWK¶V LGHDRIµSHUIRUPLQJ LOOXVLRQ¶1RUWK
2008) are of particular significance here, with the latter explicitly drawing on the 
PDJLF WUDGLWLRQV UHIHUUHG WR DERYH*XQQLQJ¶VZRUNDOVR LOOXPLQDWHVZK\ WKHGDWHV
selected for my own focus are significant when thinking about early cinema as a 
spectacular attraction within the larger history of visual effects technologies. With 
these theories in mind I will outline a selection of responses to early cinema which 
begin to show the uncanny potential of the medium.  
Section three will highlight how it is the representation of the human body, in 
SDUWLFXODU ZKLFK LV NH\ WR HDUO\ FLQHPD¶V LQWHUDFWLRQ DQG HYRFDWLRQ RI WKH
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technological uncanny. Here I look at the different types of bodies on display, how 
viewers respond to them, and will show how the language of the uncanny permeates 
these reactions. Finally, section four will bring all these threads together by looking 
VSHFLILFDOO\ DW WKH ZRUN RI *HRUJHV 0pOLqV 0pOLqV¶V ILOPV DUH UHIOHFWLYH RI WKH
spectacular display of the human body on the cinema screen but I argue his work 
WDNHV WKHVH UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV IXUWKHU 0pOLqV¶V ZRUNV KHOS HYRNH WKH H[SHULHQFH RI
cinema as uncanny for its viewers but these representations of the human body 
actively engage with this potential by incorporating the tropes of the technological 
uncanny ± the double and the mechanical body ± LQWRWKHLUSRUWUD\DO0pOLqV¶VILOPV
help to solidify the link between the contexts of the 18th Century outlined in the last 
chapter, the representation of the body as analysed in this chapter, and how defining 
these bodies as part of the technological uncanny highlights the way this era can be 
compared to the technological developments investigated in Chapter 3.       
Defining Early Cinema  
There are several points which need to be considered when analysing early cinema 
as even the term is problematic: which years does this term refer to exactly and is 
WKLVUHDOO\µFLQHPD¶"+RZVKRXOGZHDFFRXQWIRUWKHYDULHW\RIH[KLELWLRQYHQXHV± 
carnivals, music halls, nickelodeons, picture palaces, etc. ± and the differences 
LPSOLHGE\WKHWHUPVµOLYLQJ¶¶DQLPDWHG¶¶PRYLQJ¶SLFWXUHV"$QGUp*DXGUHDXOWQRWHV
µ:HPXVWFRPHWRWHUPVZLWKWKHIDFWWKDWVR-called early cinema was, in a sense, not 
\HW«FLQHPD¶*DXGUHDXOW 2009, 10). Historicising the earliest years of cinema is 
therefore fraught with challenges. Points of conflict may include the date on which 
FLQHPDZDVµERUQ¶± ranging from 1894 to 1896 ± a factor dependent largely upon 
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RQH¶VQDWLRQDOSUHIHUHQFHV21 Equally, early cinema history has been depicted as an 
achievement of the many, be they scientists, inventors or exhibitors, and as the 
individual success of a few, with figures like Thomas Edison, the Lumière brothers 
Auguste and Louis, and Robert W. Paul looming tall. Theorists have written history 
solely through the films early audiences enjoyed (or what is left of them) and 
alternatively through the inventions that created them. It is not my purpose here to 
address all of these (often contentious) issues in this chapter but it is still important 
WRJDXJHDZRUNLQJGHILQLWLRQRIµHDUO\FLQHPD¶ IRUXVH LQ WKLV LQYHVWLJDWLRQ ,ZLOO
thus begin by outlining some aspects of cinema history pertinent to my own 
intervention into early cinema ± including acknowledging the diverse contexts of 
exhibition for early film and its audiences ± and, later, how this relates to the theory 
of the technological uncanny and spectator response.  
Following in the footsteps of a now well-established approach to film history, it is 
not my intention to construct a teleological interpretation of early cinema. Older 
accounts of cinema history, Simon Popple and Joe Kember note, include a 
WHFKQRORJLFDOGHWHUPLQLVPHWKRVZKHUHE\ µFLQHPD LV UHJDUGHGDVEHORQJLQJ WRSUH-
existing technologies and LVLPSOLFLWO\MXGJHGE\H[LVWLQJFRQYHQWLRQV¶3RSSOHDQG
Kember, 2004, 25). In this version of history, cinema is characterised as the superior 
successor to previous illusory technologies, naturally evolving from pre-existing 
optical illusions and tricks. In such an account cinema has a pre-determined end 
SRLQW RI ZKDW FLQHPD µLV¶ ± or should be ± and thus earlier forms of cinema are 
DVVXPHGWREHSULPLWLYHVWDJHVLQWKLVFLQHPDWLFSK\ORJHQ\7HUU\5DPVD\H¶VZRUN
A Million and One Nights: A History of the Motion Picture Through 1925, points to 
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LQ  DQG LV WKXV DQ LPSRUWDQW KLVWRULFDO GRFXPHQW LQ DQG RI LWVHOI 5DPVD\H¶V
detailed work is one of the first attempts to conduct such research and provides for 
us today an invaluable example of the history and ontology of cinema as perceived 
ZLWKLQWKLUW\\HDUVRIWKHPHGLXP¶VVXSSRVHGµELUWK¶ ,W LV LQGHVFULELQJWKLVDUULYDO
that Ramsaye adopts a similarly evolutionary-inspired metaphor:  
He who will have the patience to follow this growth of the motion picture 
will find it too, like the tree, clearly an organism, following organic law in its 
development ... The motion-picture may be called the last-born off spring of 
the parent impulse of all the arts of expression (Ramsaye, 1926, xxxvii-
xxxviii)  
In a similar vein, there are those approaches to film history which contend that 
FLQHPD¶VµLQYHQWLRQDQGVXEVHTXHQWWHFKQRORJLFDOGHYHORSPHQW>DUH@DVWKHUHVXOWRI
the brilliance aQGVDFULILFHRIDVPDOOJURXSRIGHGLFDWHGPHQ¶3RSSOHDQG.HPEHU
  $Q H[DPSOH RI WKLV µJUHDW PDQ WKHRU\¶ LV DOVR SUHVHQW LQ 5DPVD\H¶V
LGHQWLILFDWLRQ RI 7KRPDV (GLVRQ DV WKH µZL]DUG¶ RI FLQHPD $ IURQWLVSLHFH RI WKH
book depicts a portrait of EdLVRQZLWKWKHFDSWLRQµ7KRPDV$(GLVRQ LQYHQWRURI
the motion picture film, the camera and the Kinetoscope ± the technological 
IRXQGDWLRQ RI WKH DUW RI WKH PRWLRQ SLFWXUH¶ )UHGHULFN $ 7DOERW¶V ZRUN Moving 
Pictures: How They Are Made and Worked, is another example of this approach: 
7DOERW¶VZRUNLVDQHYHQHDUOLHUH[DPSOHRIDKLVWRULFDOLQYHVWLJDWLRQLQWRFLQHPD¶V
origins (published in 1912) and places particular emphasis upon the work of Robert 
:3DXODVWKHILUVWWRµSHUIHFWDQLPDWHGSLFWXUHVXSRQDVFUHHQ¶7DOERW
The period of early cinema can also be identified through technical developments, 
VXFKDVWKH/XPLHUHV¶GHEXWRIWKHir Cinématographe (Williams, 1996), or through 





the filmmaker himself (Méliès, 1907).  
Wider scholarly debate on this period has sought to extend the scope of how to 
research early cinema, discouraging a determinist approach. In highlighting some of 
these methodologies two main threads come to light: early cinema must be 
understood within wider historical contexts and traditions of spectacular attractions; 
and paying attention to the nature and experiences of the audience is an integral part 
RIµIOHVKLQJRXW¶WKLVKLVWRU\0\IRUPXODWLRQRIWKHWHFKQRORJLFDOXQFDQQ\WKHUHIRUH
complements and builds upon this exiVWLQJUHVHDUFK'HDF5RVVHOO¶VZRUNLVSDUWRI
WKLVZLGHUUHVHDUFKZKLFKFULWLFLVHVWKHTXHVWIRUILQGLQJFLQHPD¶VµWUXHLQYHQWRU¶DQG
the suggestion that cinema was always intended to follow a particular trajectory: 
µ7KHEHJLQQLQJwas the beginning, and few if any of its initial participants had any 
idea of the scope and impact that the new medium would have in the following 
FHQWXU\¶ 5RVVHOO ,Q IDFW5RVVHOOJRHVRQHVWHSIXUWKHUDQGGLVFUHGLWV WKH
need to construct a neat, linear history of cinema which reflects one invention or 
development leading seamlessly to the next, with one goal in mind. Instead, Rossell 
DGYRFDWHV D µQRQOLQHDU DQG PXOWLGLUHFWLRQDO SHUVSHFWLYH¶  ZKLFK LOOXPLQDWHV WKH
plethora of ideas, technical innovations (some successful, some not), and inventors 
all contributing to the technology and entertainment of the 1890s. It is the analysis of 
WKHVH µDUWLIDFWV¶ ZKLFK VKDOO SURGXFH DQ µXQGLVWRUWHG KLVWRU\¶ RI FLQHPD 5RVVHOO
writes: 
Within this changing world, the first generation of moving picture inventors 
approached the problems of capturing and recreating natural motion through 
photography. Their respective experiences and habits of thinking influenced 
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both their concepts of what moving pictures could be, and the specific 
artifacts they created to fulfil their dreams. (5)      
5RVVHOO¶V LGHD RI µDUWLIDFWV¶ LV DQ LQWULJXLQJ RQH $V &KDSWHU  GHPRQVWUDWHV WKH
wider history and contexts of the Enlightenment period are crucial in understanding 
the relationship with technology I am characterising in this thesis. The automaton 
DQGWKHGRXEOHDUHLQDVHQVHµDUWLIDFWV¶RIWKLVWLPHZKLFKUH-emerge as tropes of 
the technological uncanny within early cinema. To analyse history in this way is not 
to reinsert the linear trajectory Rossell argues passionately against, but to illuminate 
the continuities and similarities which inform the larger conceptualisation of the 
KLVWRU\ RI PRYLQJ LPDJHV )RU 7RP *XQQLQJ 5RVVHOO¶V ZRUN LV RQH RI WZR µJUHDW
FRQWULEXWLRQV¶LQWKHVWXG\RIWKHRULJLQV RIFLQHPDWKHRWKHULV/DXUHQW0DQQRQL¶V




single point of origin. He substitutes almost the inverse figure: the device we 
recognize as motion pictures, when traced backwards, fragments and 
multiples, unravelling a skein of influences and practices that move back into 
centuries-thick layers of culture and history. (Gunning, 2000, xxi)   
$V *XQQLQJ¶V V\QRSVLV UHYHDOV 0DQQRQL¶V ZRUN H[WHQGV WKH VFRSH RI UHVHDUFK
conducted by Rossell to include a wide range of optical devices and traditions which 
can be said to have influenced the numerous technologies which became cinema. 
0DQQRQL¶V LQWHUHVW LQ WKH WRSLF VWUHWFKHV EDFN WR FRQVLGHU WKH µFDPHUD REVFXUD¶
whose origins can be traced to the 13th Century. As Mannoni notes: 
The only device our ancestors could use to entertain and frighten themselves 
... at least until the arrival of magic lantern in the seventeenth century, were a 
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GDUN URRP µFDPHUD REVFXUD¶ LQ /DWLQ DQG VRPH FRPSOLFDWHG WULFNV ZLWK
PLUURUV¶0DQQRQL 
Significantly, this very early illusion was a form of projection: contrary to popular 
belief, the arrival of devices such as the Cinématographe was not the first in history 
WR KDYH WKH DELOLW\ WR SURMHFW LPDJHV XSRQ D ZDOO RU VFUHHQ 2WKHU µIUDJPHQWV DQG
PXOWLSOHV¶ ZKich Mannoni identifies are WKH PDMRU LPSDFW WKH µPDJLF ODQWHUQ¶ KDG 
upon the development of modern projection. Indeed this invention, which developed 
RYHUGHFDGHV DV WKHPRGLILFDWLRQRI VHYHUDO µFDPHUDREVFXUD¶ LQVSLUHGSUDFWLFHV LV
TXLWH µD SRWHQW V\PERO IRU WKH FHQWXU\ RI WKH (QOLJKWHQPHQW¶ +H FRQWLQXHV µ)RU
several decades, the whole population ... had access to miracles of the arts and 
VFLHQFHVHPDQDWLQJIURPWKHODPSVRIRSWLFDOLQVWUXPHQWV¶7KHGHYHORSPHQWRI
projecting photographic pictures is the result of several, disparate lines of inquiry 
stretching back over the centuries. This point is reinforced by Stuart Hanson who 
notes that µ>DXGLHQFHV KDYH EHHQ YLHZLQJ SURMHFWHG LPDJHV DV SDUW RI SXEOLF
HQWHUWDLQPHQWV VLQFH WKH VL[WHHQWK FHQWXU\¶ Hanson, 2007, 7-8). Even with the 
DGYHQW RI SKRWRJUDSK\ WKH SURMHFWLRQ RI µDQLPDWHG SKRWRJUDSKV¶ ZDV VWLOO QRW D
GHWHUPLQHGGHVWLQ\µ>,@ILPDJLQDWLRQVZHUHEHLQJILUHGE\WKHSURVSHFWRISURMHFWHG
living images, photography itself lagged some way behind technically, dampening 
WKHH[FLWHPHQW¶Mannoni, 148). Together Rossell and Mannoni reveal the trial and 
HUURU EHKLQG FLQHPD¶V KLVWRU\ ZKLFK ZDV QRW SUH-destined. Yet their research 
acknowledges that the idea of cinema ± the projection and illusion of moving 
photographs ± was still a significant achievement: their research reveals this 
development to have wider implications in a longer history and tradition of illusion.  
Whilst Rossell and Mannoni take a macro approach to film history, other historians 
have sought to focus on the micro history. For example, other writers focus on the 
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time period when the invention of moving photographs became widely available and 
the technology began to establish the infrastructure and economy we recognise now 
DV µFLQHPD¶ 7hese approaches also seek to re-contextualise previously held 
assumptions about early cinema and point to a different set of influences and 
practices. Integral to this research is the demographics of FLQHPD¶VHDUOLHVWDXGLHQFHV
and exhibition practices. For example, Nicolas Hiley considers these questions of 
VSHFWDWRUVKLS ZLWKLQ WKH %ULWLVK FRQWH[W 7KLV µPDVV DXGLHQFH¶ KH VLJQLILFDQWO\
identifies in Britain to be working class, a fact which had great influence in the 
subsequent moral cleansing of the entertainment by authorities attempting to create a 
more stable, exclusive and inevitably middle class attraction (Hiley, 1998). Yet 
without this knowledge, and the economic contextual evidence which accompanies 
LWZHZRXOGQHYHUIXOO\DSSUHFLDWHKRZµFLQHPD¶progressed from the domain of the 
music hall and showmen into the purpose-built movie theatres. Richard Butsch 
develops a similar methodology for his approach to the US context (Butsch, 2000). 
Just as class is the key element for Hiley in the British context, so does Butsch (and 
elsewhere Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby, 1999) identify a range of social 
groups ± including women, children, ethnic minorities and immigrants ± who all 
need to be considered to fully comprehend the development of cinema in the United 
States. Similarly, Butsch also places equal emphasis upon where this heterogeneous 
audience interacted with these moving images. In the US context animated pictures 
moved from the fairground to the nickelodeons and vaudeville theatres; in Britain 
this transition occurred from the music halls and variety theatres to the purpose-built 
picture palaces.  
$QRWKHU WKUHDGZKLFK UXQV WKURXJK+LOH\¶V DQG %XWVFK¶VZRUN LV WKH VWUHVVSODFHG
upon the diversity in the screenings of early films. The earliest films were often not 
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the main attraction of a show but usually part of a programme of other events: for 
example, moving pictures would have been only one of the several attraction tents in 
the fairground, and in the music hall films would often be seen along-sidHµOLYH¶DFWV 
such as comedy routines, acrobatics, juggling, singing and dancing. Indeed, even the 
IDPRXVSUHPLHUHRIWKH/XPLqUHµUHYHUVLEOHFKURQRSKRWRJUDSKLFFDPHUD¶LWZDVQRW
named the Cinématographe until later) at the 6RFLpWp G¶(QFRXUDJHPHQW SRXU
l¶,QGXVWULH 1DWLRQDOH in Paris was only one part of a larger programme in which 
Louis Lumière would lecture on the various facets of the cinematographic industry 
0DQQRQL   7KH SRSXODULW\ RI WKH µSURMHFWLRQ .LQHWRVFRSH¶ ZLWK WKH
invited audience FDPH DV TXLWH D VXUSULVH WR WKH LQYHQWRU µ/XPLqUH KDG EHHQ
expecting his coloured slides to be the success of the evening ... it was only 
afterwards that he realized the commercial and artistic importance of the animated 
SKRWRJUDSKV¶:KHQVXFKFRPPercial potential was realised, and film became 
an established entertainment in its own right (away from being simply a component 
ZLWKLQ D YDULHW\ RI DFWV µFLQHPD¶ ZDV VWLOO QRW D XQLILHG H[SHULHQFH H[KLELWRUV
enjoyed a high degree of creative control, re-editing and projecting films in a manner 
to suit their own establishment and audience. David Bordwell cites the famous 
µEDQGLW ILULQJ DW WKH FDPHUD¶ LQ The Great Train Robbery as the example used by 
Tom Gunning and similar historians as emblematic of this fact; the shot could be 
used at either the opening or close of the film ± a decision made ultimately by the 
exhibitor (Bordwell, 1997, 126). Thus to identify an essence or defining feature for 
early cinema, or even for a particular country, period or invention, is impossible. 
&KDUOHV0XVVHUTXLWHDSWO\QRWHVµ+RZRQHFKDUDFWHUL]HVWKHFLQHPDRILVQRW
QHFHVVDULO\WKHVDPHIRUFLQHPDLQMXVWWZR\HDUVODWHU¶0XVVHU
It is for this reason that elsewhere Musser attempts to avoid such controversies by 
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WDONLQJ LQVWHDGRIDKLVWRU\RI µVFUHHQSUDFWLFH¶ 0XVVHU D IRUPRIDQDO\VLV
which in turn inspired the investigations of Rossell and Mannoni.  
What impact do these revisionist approaches to film history have upon my own 
investigation? First, it is useful to consider this research in order to clarify what I 
PHDQE\WKHWHUPµHDUO\FLQHPD¶As has been explored, referring to the emergence 
RIPRYLQJSKRWRJUDSKVDVµFLQHPD¶LVIUDXJKWZLWKFRQFHSWXDOGLIILFXOWLHVWKHFRXUVH
of this development was not pre-destined and included a diverse range of exhibition 
practices. I would like to add the history of the technological uncanny into this mix; 
this concept illuminates a different contextual strand in the development and 
reception of moving picture technologies. There is a need, however, to employ some 
specifics in order to investigate the period of early cinema which is why I shall be 
concentrating my analysis primarily on films produced from the mid-1890s onwards: 
as other researchers have shown, it is from this date that the popularity and 
commercial success of animated photographs were established. I shall also mainly 
concentrate on those films which were projected onto a screen: although some 
reference will be made to other exhibition modes for moving photographs (namely, 
(GLVRQ¶V .LQHWRVFRSH WKLV TXDOLILFDWLRQ DOORZV PH WR IRFXV XSRQ D SUDFWLFH RI
YLHZLQJ LPDJHVZKLFKZRXOGSURIRXQGO\ LQIOXHQFH WKHFRQFHSWEHKLQG µFLQHPD¶DV
we understand it today22. Additionally, thinking about how films were made 
specifically to be projected upon a larger, communal screen, permits an illuminating 
comparison with familiar practices for films today, which shall be explored in 
subsequent chapters. 7KXVZKLOVW,ZLOOPDNHXVHRIWKHWHUPµHDUO\FLQHPD¶ for ease 
                                                          
22
 Rossell also highlights two types of early cinema screenings: those performed by travelling 
exhibitors and those taking place in theatres (Rossell, 2000). In this study I am interested in the latter 
category as it is within this context that the reactions gathered (from newspapers, etc.) took place. 
Interstingly, the distinction between these different types of exhition venues is evoked again by the 
GUDPDWL]DWLRQRIWKHµWUDLQP\WK¶WZLFHLQHugo (2011). These reactions are analysed in detail in 
Chapter 5.   
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(there exist few other suitable terms) I do appreciate the nuances which must be 
considered when investigating such a period: for example, one must acknowledge 
the diversity of motion picture consumption and the importance of other social and 
economic contexts. Indeed, my work into the history of the uncanny has already 
started this process: Chapter 1 showed how the technological uncanny is a concept 
which must be understood historically, with aspects such as cultural changes and 
scientific developments being key contextualising factors. The fact this early cinema 
period involves the projection of photography is highly significant: Laura Mulvey 
identifies the technology as a turning point for the uncanny (Mulvey, 2004). By 
defining this concept within the technological uncanny we can see that it is 
SKRWRJUDSK\¶V DELOLW\ WR FUHDWH D GRXEOH DQG PHFKDQLVH WKH KXPDQ ERG\ ± whilst 
maintaining a trace to the lived original ± which is the key element in this tradition.    
Second, the work analysed above indicates the difficulty of dating early cinema. 
5RVVHOO¶VDQG0DQQRQL¶VZRUN LQSDUWLFXODU WUDFHVDFRPSOH[KLVWRU\RI LOOXVLRQDU\
technologies, all of which influenced the development of (what would become) 
cinema. As I have already indicated, whilst I appreciate these complexities, I am 
interested in the period where moving photographs were projected and enjoyed 
commercially by a wide audience; this is a time when the technological uncanny 
evidently informs the reception of this new technology. The start date of 
approximately the mid-1890s is suitable for this purpose and incorporates the 
differing contexts of the West: experiments to develop a film projection system 
µEHJDQ PRUH RU OHVV VLPXOWDQHRXVO\ LQ )UDQce, England, Germany and the US¶
(Grieveson and Krämer, 2004, 31). The end date of early cinema is, in many ways, 




over the first decades of its SRSXODULW\ µ>7KH] length, style and subject matter of 
early films, their exhibition, audiences and social function changed with great speed 
IURP WKHV WR WKHV¶ *ULHYHVRQDQG.UlPHU$V/HH*ULHYHVRQ
and Peter Krämer indicate, one could consider this thirty-year expanse as early (or 
ZKDW WKH\FDWHJRULVHDV µVLOHQW¶FLQHPD$QRWKHUFXW-off point could be the rise of 
the Hollywood Studio System after WWI when the economic infrastructure which 
ZRXOG GRPLQDWH WKH ZRUOG¶V SURGXFWLRQ GLVWULEution and exhibition of moving 
pictures would be established. Yet, as indicated by my work on the uncanny in the 
previous chapter, I am primarily interested in when the technology of cinema was 
still either a novelty itself or was used mainly for spectacular purposes. Tom 
*XQQLQJ¶V LGHD RI D µFLQHPD RI DWWUDFWLRQV¶ LV XVHIXO WR FRQVLGHU KHUH *XQQLQJ
VXJJHVWV WKDW FLQHPD¶V QRYHOW\ SKDVH RFFXUUHG HDUO\ LQ LWV GHYHORSPHQW ZKHQ WKH
PDLQ FRQFHUQ ZDV VWLOO ZLWK DQ µDELOLW\ WR show VRPHWKLQJ¶ LQ ZKDW ZDV WKHQ µDQ 
H[KLELWLRQLVW FLQHPD¶ *XQQLQJ   *XQQLQJ WKXV IRFXVHV RQ ILOPV XS WR
DIWHUZKLFKKHZULWHVDµWUXHnarrativization RIWKHFLQHPD¶WDNHVSODFHZKLFK
VHHV VXFK DWWUDFWLRQV VXEVXPHG LQWR WKH µVHOI-HQFORVHG GLHJHWLF XQLYHUVH¶ ZKHUHE\
such features are transformed into signifiers and supporters of the narrative film 
(385-6). I too shall focus initially on these early years of film and will explore the 
LPSOLFDWLRQVEHKLQG*XQQLQJ¶VWKHRU\IXUWKHULQWKHQH[WVHFWLRQ 
Finally, it is important to emphasise through this review of early cinema scholarship 
that I am not endorsing a teleological account of film history, particularly when 
historicising the technological uncanny within this era. It would be easy to assume 
that the identification of the response to early cinema as uncanny is to suggest this 
was the case because cinema was brand new: under this assumption spectators, 
shocked at the new experience of seeing life-like moving images upon a screen, 
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became fearful of what they saw (and I shalOUHWXUQWRH[SORUHWKLVSRSXODUµP\WK¶RI
early cinema spectatorship shortly). As the above has emphasised thus far, moving 
image technology was by no means new in 1890 and, as has the above account and 
last chapter have shown, audiences were accustomed to such illusory attractions. 
Additionally, this mythical account also works against the definitions of the uncanny 
explored previously: as was established in the last chapter, to feel the uncanny is not 
to experience absolute fear but rather an unease or dLVTXLHWLQJ ZKHUH RQH¶V
comprehension of events or boundaries is temporally questioned. Similarly, the 
uncanny cannot operate on the fear of the unknown alone: it is the familiar made 
unhomely ± )UHXG¶V unheimlich ± which is at the heart of this concept. Thus my 
application of the technological uncanny to early cinema is much more nuanced than 
a determinist approach would allow and is dependent upon the consideration of 
several of the contexts explored above23. I will now turn to the question of the 
technological uncanny and explore how the responses of early audiences can be 
characterised as such. Using this discussion I will develop how the technological 
uncanny points to a particular mode of spectatorship, which can be further elucidated 




                                                          
23
 My approach is to thus use the historical contexts and theoretical framework of the technological 
uncanny to elucidate the experience for early cinema audiences and a particular type of spectatorship. 
Interestingly, in his recent edited collection on audiences, Ian Christie draws similar links between 
these early reactions and the notion of the viewer, albeit in a study which encompasses a far greater 
number of topics (Christie, 2012)1HYHUWKHOHVV&KULVWLH¶VUHIHUHQFHWRMaxim Gorky (mentioned 
below) and Rank (analysed in Chapter 1) highlights again the importance of this historical context, 
ackQRZOHGJLQJWKDWµWKHDXGLHQFH>DV@HVVHQWLDOIRUILOPVHHPVWRKDYHEHHQXQGHUVWRRGIRURYHUD
FHQWXU\¶&KULVWLH0\ZRUNLVthus an intervention into this discussion too, offering 
another way to study the diverse nature of this historically-situated audience.     
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The Uncanniness of Early Cinema  
It certainly was a marvellous device, and those who availed themselves of the 
opportunity to see it in operation by means of the nimble nickel, expressed 
undisguised wonderment; to many it appeared uncanny (Talbot, 1912, 30).  
:ULWLQJLQ)UHGHULFN7DOERWFKDUWVWKHHPHUJHQFHRIµWKHPDUYHOORXVXQLYHUVDO
SRSXODULW\ RI PRYLQJ SLFWXUHV¶ VWLOO LQ LWV LQIDQF\ EXW QHYHUWKHOHVV DOUHDG\ µD YDVW
LQGXVWU\¶7Dlbot, 1912, 1). One may wonder how the audiences of this strange new 
medium reacted; what did spectators of the late nineteenth century think of seeing 
WKHVSHFWDFOHRIVXFKPRYLQJLPDJHV"7DOERW¶VRSHQLQJVHQWLPHQWUHPDUNLQJKHUH
RQ(GLVRQ¶V.LQHWRVFRSH) is representative of the reactions documented in the press 
at the time, which have since informed the history of these cinematic inventions and 
their audiences in Western Europe and the USA. These responses invariably include 
a sense of awe, amazement or ZRQGHU IROORZLQJ 7DOERW¶V OHDG , ZRXOG OLNH WR
characterise this response in terms of the technological uncanny. Yet what does it 
mean to call an experience of early cinema uncanny? To call such a response 
uncanny is not necessarily to endorse what StepKHQ%RWWRPRUHFDOOVµWKHWUDLQHIIHFW¶
(Bottomore, 1999). This legend suggests that, upon viewing moving pictures for the 
first time, terrified audiences ducked in the aisles to the arrival of a train into a 
platform on-screen: supposedly unable to comprehend the technology behind the 
LOOXVLRQ WKH VWRU\ WHOOV XV HDUO\ DXGLHQFHV ZHUH SHUSOH[HG DW WKH VLJKW RI µUHDO¶
LPDJHVPRYLQJEHIRUHWKHPLQµUHDO¶WLPHWKXVVXSSRVHGO\EHOLHYLQJWKHSLFWXUHVWR
KDYH SRWHQWLDOO\ µUHDO¶ FRQVHTXHQFHV D WUDLQ FUDVKLQJ LQWo them or waves hitting 
rocks splashing over them, etc.). It is an idea that has become pervasive, even into 
the present day. In his overview of the history of film (accompanied by a 
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documentary film240DUN&RXVLQVZULWHVµ$XGLHQFHVGXFNHGVFUHDPHGRUJRt up to 
OHDYH7KH\ZHUHWKULOOHGDVLIRQDUROOHUFRDVWHU¶&RXVLQV,WLVDOHJHQG
which I explore again in Chapter 5 through Hugo (2011) which reconstructs the 
famous story twice ZLWKLQ LWVQDUUDWLYH$V%RWWRPRUHQRWHV WKHVWRU\RI WKHµWUain 
HIIHFW¶ LV µRQH DQHFGRWH ZKLFK VHHPV WR EH SHUHQQLDOO\ IDVFLQDWLQJ WR OD\PDQ DQG
KLVWRULDQ DOLNH¶ %RWWRPRUH   ,W LV WKHUHIRUH LPSRUWDQW WR HYDOXDWH WKLV
myth in relation to its original contexts and illuminate how the technological 
uncanny ILWVLQWRWKLVHTXDWLRQ7KHµWUDLQHIIHFW¶HOXFLGDWHVKRZWKHPRYLQJSLFWXUH
technology addresses its audience, drawing attention to the processes of its own 
mediation and realistic appearance. It is the simultaneous contemplation of both 
these aspects which I contend is integral to experiencing cinema as part of the 
technological uncanny.    
The endurance of the legend is not without its evidence: several newspapers and 
journals from the turn of the century provide detailed reports of audiences 
responding to projected moving images in a manner which upholds the viability of 
this myth. For example, The Optical Magic Lantern Journal and Photographic 
Enlarger writes that The Railway Tragedy is a particularly sensational example of 
DQLPDWHG SKRWRJUDSK\ ZKLFK µZLOO PDNH WKH DXGLHQFH KROG WKHLU EUHDWK¶ $QRQ
1903c, 115). Another film, this time depicting a fire engine travelling at speed down 
a road, reportedly caused quite a stir particularly when:  
On one occasion, an old lady in the audience, quite unable to suppress a 
scream, started up in her seat and tried to scramble out, and in doing so 
knocked over the person behind her in her endeavour to get away from the 
                                                          
24
 The Story of Film: An Odyssey was written, directed and narrated by Mark Cousins and was 
broadcast in September 2011 on More4.  
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horses; many more cases of the same sort have been known (Anon, 1896a, 
101).   
Another writer from Strand Magazine notes how films depicting trains can evoke 
emotive responses such as this:  
The train is the most stirring spectacle you can image. On the platform the 
SRUWHUV DQG SDVVHQJHUV DUH ZDLWLQJ ,W¶V KHUH <RX VHH LW DUULYH JHW ELJJHU
gain speed; it seems to come out of the screen, to race towards you. Real 
flesh-and-blood women recoil in horror, the reality is so striking! The train is 
the star of the show, if a train can be a star (Anon, 1896v).   
The American Biograph notes several similar instances including:  
The other night two ladies in one of the boxes on the left-hand side of the 
horseshoe, which is just where the flyer [the Empire State Express train] 
vanishes from view, screamed and nearly fainted as it came apparently 
rushing down upon them (Anon, 1896p).   
Bottomore writes that these responses fall into two categories of film. The first is the 
transportation genre which often features the railway and is perhaps the most 
commonly reported (and presumably the basis upon which the myth has endured). 
The second genre includes films which feature the stormy sea and similar reports of 
shock and fear are also evident. The Optical Magic Lantern Journal and 
Photographic Enlarger also reports a film where the breaking of a wave in another 
examplH ZDV VR UHDOLVWLF WKDW µD VKXGGHU FDQ KDUGO\ EH VXSSUHVVHG¶ $QRQ D
101). Similarly Strand Magazine in 1896 recalls how A Rough Sea at Ramsgate 
shows the waves breaking on the rocks and notes: 
[The] spray is thrown up in so realistic a fashion as to make the people in the 




These reports show a strong correlation between the themes of the offending films 
(the two genres Bottomore identifies), the reaction of the spectators (physical 
responses such as shock or scrambling to move away) and the reasons behind this 
behaviour (the motion on-screen is thought to have potential, real-life consequences). 
Given the frequency with which such reports occurred one cannot simply say the 
P\WK RI WKH µWUDLQ HIIHFW¶ LV D WRWDO IDEULFDWLRQ contemporaneous evidence such as 
that detailed above would support the opposite view. However to completely accept 
WKHµWUDLQHIIHFW¶DVDKLVWRULFDOO\DFFXUDWHDFFRXQWRIKRZall spectators responded to 
early moving pictures also seems illogical: it has been noted that spectators were 
accustomed to other illusory entertainments so it would be unlikely that early cinema 
pictures would evoke such a shock for the contemporary viewer. Additionally, many 
film historians have emphasised how quickly the consumption of animated 
photographs became a popular past-time, rapidly becoming an established industry 
akin to the cinema we recognise today; this development surely would have been 
hampered if this latest attraction caused such fear and discomfort amongst its 
SDWURQV$V%RWWRPRUH¶V LQYHVWLJDWLRQ UHYHDOV D EDODQFHG DSSURDFK WR WKLV WRSLF LV
needed. Bottomore stresses how the authenticity of many claims could be 
questioned, and it is no coincidence that such anecdotes would provide invaluable 
publicity for the new technology (5). Yet Bottomore does not totally dismiss the 
train myth as others have done:  
I would maintain that, amid the various reports of the enthusiastic and 
astonished audience responses to the first films, there are a number of 
descriptions of a more physical reaction, which do seem to be genuine and 
not exaggerated. (10)   
An explanation Bottomore offers for this is that the anxiety felt upon seeing the 
projected train travelling toward the viewer is actually a cognitive reaction of the 
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psychological effect of seeing an object growing rapidly in size (13). This response 
is, therefore, a pre-disposition of the mind resulting in perceptual confusion in the 
viewer. This argument provides a reasonable explanation for some of the reports of 
strange reactions to early moving pictures detailed in newspapers at the time. It is 
DOVRLQWHUHVWLQJWRQRWHWKDWWKHµWUDLQHIIHFW¶FRXOGQRWEHDQHQWLUHO\LQYHQWHGP\WK± 
the motivation behind which would be to perhaps indulge in approaches which view 
HDUO\ FLQHPD DQG LWV DXGLHQFHV DV µSULPLWLYH¶ ± as early films themselves seem to 
parody this effect for comedic purposes. An example of this would be Uncle Josh at 
the Moving Picture Show from 1902. This Edison film formed part of a larger series 
where the reoccurring character ± Uncle Josh ± found himself in a variety of 
predicaments often caused by his own ignorance. This film begins with a tableau 
framed in order to show a large white screen on the right (which, in an early form of 
self-DGYHUWLVHPHQW IHDWXUHV WKH ZRUGV µ(GLVRQ 3URMHFWLQJ .LQHWRVFRSH¶ DQG D
spectator box on the left containing the Uncle Josh character. As the film within the 
diegesis begins to role (called Parisian Danger) we are thus both audience members 
of this film, like Uncle Josh, and spectators of the Edison feature. The spectator is 
SRVLWLRQHG VR WKDW LW LV 8QFOH -RVK¶V YLHZLQJ H[SHULHQFH ZKLFK LV WKH FHQWUDO
attraction here. Logistically this framing allows us to fully comprehend the joke: 
Parisian Danger begins with a view of a woman dancing and Uncle Josh soon 
FOLPEVRYHUWKHVLGHRIWKHER[WRµMRLQ¶KHURQVWDJHIRUWKHSHUIRUPDQFH8QDEOHWR
discern the illusion on-screen from reality, Uncle Josh interprets the moving images 
WREHµUHDO¶LQDSRLJQDQWUH-HQDFWPHQWRIWKHµWUDLQHIIHFW¶8QFOH-RVKGLYHVRXWRI
the way of an express train as a locomotive is projected onto the screen (Figure 6). 
The film ends with Uncle Josh readying himself for an altercation with a cavorting 
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µFRXQWU\ FRXSOH¶ EXW LQVWHDG WHDULQJ GRZQ WKH VFUHHQ LQ KLV FRQIXVLRQ DQG EHLQJ
wrestled to the ground by an angry exhibitor. 
The Uncle Josh performance adds another degree of complexity to how one should 
evaluate the myth of ignorant, frightened early cinema spectators. On the one hand, 
Uncle Josh at the Moving Picture Show could be a re-enactment of the numerous 
FDVHVRIWKHµWUDLQHIIHFW¶SXEOLVKHGLQSUHYLRXV\HDUVWKLVZRXOGWKXVEHDQH[DPSOH
RIILOPEHFRPLQJDIRUPRIµOLYLQJQHZVSDSHU¶$XHUEDFK<et, on the other 
hand, the comedic purpose behind the film ± we are most certainly intended to laugh 
at 8QFOH-RVK¶VH[SHQVH± points to the more likely scenario that the film playfully 
discredits the viability of a myth which contends that viewers ever thought moving 
SLFWXUHVZHUH µUHDO¶2UPRUHVSHFLILFDOO\ VKRXOG WKLVHYHUKDYHEHHQ WKHFDVH WKH
fault is transferred away from the verisimilitude of the illusory technology and 
directed towards the ignorance of an inexperienced viewer: it is highly significant 
that Uncle Josh should be an uneducated, lower class man. This observation does not 
GLVFUHGLWWKDWWKHµWUDLQHIIHFW¶HYHUWRRNSODFH± or that it occurred for viewers from a 
different demographic from Uncle Josh ± but rather the Uncle Josh film 
demonstrates that, at the very least, the myth was exorcised within popular culture to 
be associated with the less-modern and unsophisticated viewer. This, in itself, could 
point to an anxiety implicit within early cinema spectatorship. As Bottomore notes: 
µ3erhaps this was one way in which people learned to be comfortable with this new 
medium of cinema, by ridiculing a group ± the naive yokels ± ZKRFOHDUO\ZHUHQRW¶
(8).   
Uncle Josh at the Moving Picture Show also demonstrates that any account of early 
cinema viewers needs to appreciate the complexity of these spectators and a more 
QXDQFHGDSSURDFK WR WKH µWUDLQHIIHFW¶ LV UHTXLUHG ,QGHHG WKH ILOP LWVHOI IHDWXUHVD
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NLQG RI µVFDOH¶ RI DFFHSWDEOH UHVSRQVHV WR WKH PRYLQJ LPDJH 8QFOH -RVK LV QRW
immediately frightened by the images on screen and in fact applauds with wonder at 
the sight of the dancing woman before he climbs over the box to join her on the 
µVWDJH¶,WLVRQO\DIWHUWKLVLQLWLDODZH-LQVSLUHGUHDFWLRQWKDW8QFOH-RVK¶VEHKDYLRXU
becomes comically absurd (jumping away from the train and pulling down the 
screen). This therefore suggests that to be amazed at the sight of moving pictures is 
not outside of the realm of possibility and early advertisements and reports for the 
technology in the mid-1890s emphasise this very fact. In another article from The 
Morning Post FDOOHG µ6FLHQFH LQ WKH 0XVLF +DOOV¶ LW LV QRWHG WKDW WKH /XPLqUH
Cinématographe µLV D WUXO\ PDUYHOORXV UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ RI OLIH DQG PRWLRQ¶ $QRQ
1896f). The Sheffield & Rotherham Independent uses the same terminology, noting 
KRZµPDUYHOORXV¶WKHPRYLQJSLFWXUHWHFKQRORJ\LVDQGVWDWHV WKDW WKHILOPVVKRZQ
ZHUH µZRQGHUIXOO\ HIIHFWLYH¶ $QRQ L ,QGHHG FRQILUPLQJ %RWWRPRUH¶V
suspicion that all social groups enjoyed the novel technology ± and perhaps the 
ridiculing of the lower-classes in figures like Uncle Josh mitigated the unease felt by 
higher-class customers ± the newspaper notes that the Empire Palace then had new 
SDWURQVDPRQJWKHPµPHQDQGZRPHQZKRKDGQRWSUHYLRXVO\HQWHUHGWKe doors of 
DPXVLFKDOO¶ 
It is here that the mode of spectatorship central to the technological uncanny begins 
to reveal itself and is a useful concept for engaging with this film history. Tom 
Gunning also considers the train myth and, in much the same way I have outlined so 
IDU VXJJHVWV WKDW WKH OHJHQG QHHGV WR EH DSSURDFKHG KLVWRULFDOO\ VWDWLQJ µ2QO\ D
careful consideration of the historical context of these earliest images can restore an 
understanding of the uncanny and agitating power they exerted oQ DXGLHQFHV¶
(Gunning, 1995a, 116). As such Gunning does not deny that cinema certainly had a 
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GLVWLQFWLYH HIIHFWLYH µSRZHU¶ XSRQ LWV ILUVW DXGLHQFHV DV FDULFDWXUHG E\ 8QFOH -RVK
expressing wonder at the dancing lady on-screen. Yet Gunning seeks to interpret this 
response within a context of an audience familiar with moving image technology 
(and this is where Uncle Josh departs from reality for comedic purposes). It is a 
combination of both this knowledge and the astonishment of such effects which 
parallels closely to how such reactions may be defined as uncanny. Gunning writes: 
Far from being placed outside a suspension of disbelief, the presentation acts 
out the contradictory stages of involvement with the image, unfolding, like 
other nineteenth-century visual entertainments, a vacillation between belief 
DQG LQFUHGXOLW\ « WKH DSSDUHQW UHDOLVP RI WKH LPDJH PDNHV LW D VXFFHVVIXO
illusion, but one understood as an illusion nonetheless (1995a, 119).            
Early cinema audiences may well have experienced the uncanny at the sight of a 
WUDLQ DSSURDFKLQJ EXW LW LV DQ XQFDQQ\ LQIXVHG ZLWK µFRQWUDGLFWRU\ VWDJHV¶ DQ
oscillation between the familiarity of such effects with the unfamiliarity of the new 
technology producing them. The unhomely is superimposed upon the homely and 
the experience becomes unheimlich. This development parallels closely to how I 
conceptualise the technological uncanny as detailed in the last chapter: much more 
than a feeling of fear, the uncanny occurs first as a physical sensation in the body 
and it becomes a contemplative process as the attempt is made to re-assess our 
comprehension of the world in light of new factors or experiences questioning it. The 
experience of cinema for early spectators becomes much more than passive viewers 
experiencing the uncanny as a result of ignorance; rather, it is the unfamiliarity with 
the technological developments within the context of moving images ± and the 
subsequent re-conceptualisation of how this technology operates in relation to reality 
and its indexical properties ± which illuminates the technological uncanny as central 




HDUO\FLQHPDVKRXOGEHµH[DPLQHGDVWKH culmination of decades of experimentation 
LQYLVXDODQGFXOWXUDOHQWHUWDLQPHQW¶LQFOXGLQJPDJLFWKHDWUH1RUWK7KH
latter is particularly important because the traditions of stage magic provide an 
analogy to how the contemporaneous technology of moving pictures addressed the 
DXGLHQFHLQDFRPSDUDEOHPDQQHU1RUWKZULWHV WKDW WKHQDWXUHRIWKLVµLOOXVLRQLVP¶
is:  
... an interplay between the practitioner and the recipient, the former testing 
RXW WKH ODWWHU¶V NQRZOHGJH RI RWKHU GHFHSWLRQV DGDSWLng each trick to 
FLUFXPYHQW WKH YLHZHU¶V HYHU-expanding awareness of the means and 
mechanisms behind the illusion. Though there may never be a state of perfect 
illusionism, whereby the simulation is absolutely imperceptible, this does not 
mean that its pursuit is a fruitless quest, since it is the dialogic quality of 
illusory practice that characterises it. (13)   
7KHUHLVDKDUPRQ\KHUHZLWK*XQQLQJ¶VDUWLFXODWLRQRIWKHFLQHPDRIDWWUDFWLRQV$V
previously mentioned, Gunning argues that the films of cinemD¶V HDUOLHVW GD\V DUH
LQKHUHQWO\H[KLELWLRQLVWLQQDWXUHWKHILOPV¶DWWUDFWLYHTXDOLWLHVUHVLGHLQµLWVDELOLW\WR
show VRPHWKLQJ¶ *XQQLQJ   ,Q WKLV ZD\ WKH FLQHPD RI DWWUDFWLRQV
explicitly acknowledges the audience and highlights the nature of the viewing 
SURFHVV7KHPRGHµGLUHFWO\VROLFLWVVSHFWDWRUDWWHQWLRQLQFLWLQJYLVXDOFXULRVLW\DQG
VXSSO\LQJSOHDVXUHWKURXJKDQH[FLWLQJVSHFWDFOH¶/LNHWKHµGLDORJLFTXDOLW\RI
LOOXVRU\SUDFWLFH¶1RUWKWKHFLQHPDRIDWWUDFWLRQVQHFHVVLWDWHV the contemplation of 
the new medium and the nature of its visual effects. As Jay David Bolter and Richard 
*UXVLQ QRWH WKLV LV D IRUP RI DGGUHVV LQ ZKLFK WKH DXGLHQFH RVFLOODWH EHWZHHQ µD
VHQVH RI LPPHGLDF\ DQG DQ DZDUHQHVV RI WKDW VHQVH¶ WKH GXDOLW\ RI alternatively 
µORRNLQJat and looking through¶ the medium (Bolter and Grusin, 2000, 155). The 
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cinema of attractions is therefore intimately linked to my conceptualisation of the 
technological uncanny: both are concerned with how these early films presented the 
medium itself for the attention of viewers and its ability to create new and 
spectacular visual effects. Yet I want to use the technological uncanny to situate this 
dialectic relationship with viewers within a much longer history of the uncanny, and 
use the concept to contemplate how such an experience was felt by early cinema 
DXGLHQFHV*XQQLQJ¶VXVHRI WKH WHUPµDWWUDFWLRQ¶ LVDXVHIXOVWDUWLQJSRLQW IRU WKLV
7KH WHUP LVERUURZHG IURP6HUJHL(LVHQVWHLQ¶V µ7KH0RQWDJHRI)LOP$WWUDFWLRQV¶
where the lDWWHUILQGVDµIRUWXQDWHIRUPXODWLRQ¶LQWKHZRUGµDWWUDFWLRQ¶DVKHZULWHV 
$QDWWUDFWLRQ«LVLQRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQ\GHPRQVWUDEOHIDFWDQDFWLRQDQ
object, a phenomenon, a conscious combination, and so on) that is known 
and proven to exercise a definite effect on the attention and emotions of the 
audience (Eisenstein, 1924, 35-6).  
An attraction, according to Eisenstein, should affect the audience emotionally. I think 
the nature of this emotion for the uncanny LVDOVRKLQWHGDWE\WKHWHUPµDWWUDFWLRQ¶
7KHZRUG µDWWUDFWLRQ¶GHQRWHV DSXOOLQJ IRUFHRU WUDFWLRQZKDW WKH2[IRUG(QJOLVK
'LFWLRQDU\OLVWVSULPDULO\DVµ7KHDFWLRQRIGUDZLQJRUVXFNLQJLQ¶7KLVFDQUHIHUWR
the forces of physics (as with magnetism or gravity) but equally the attraction of a 
SHUVRQ WRZDUGVDSDUWLFXODUHQWLW\RUµWKLQJ¶EH LW LGHRORJLFDO DQREMHFWRUDQRWKHU
person: the allure, charm or desirability of something attractive.  Thus the word 
attraction itself contains a positive dimension but, importantly, this goes beyond the 
LGHD RI VLPSO\ SUHVHQWLQJ VRPHWKLQJ µSUHWW\¶ RU DHVWKHWLFDOO\ DOOXULQJ LQ WKH QRQ-
physics sense of the word): attraction in all its forms is about a powerful force, this 
µVXFNLQJ LQ¶<HW LQPDJQHWLVP DQ DWWUDFWLRQQHHGVERWK DSRVLWLYH DQG DQHJDWLYe 
IRUFHRIHTXDOPHDVXUHDQGLQWKLVG\QDPLF,ILQGP\RZQµIRUWXQDWHIRUPXODWLRQ¶WR
feel the uncanny is to experience the pleasure of a fearful anticipation or sudden 
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shock. The resulting discomfort is equally a thrill; the experience is compelling, 
intriguing and XQHDV\ DOO DW RQFH ,W LV WR ERUURZ %DUWKHV¶V GHVFULSWLRQ RI WKH
XQFDQQLQHVV RI WKH LQGH[LFDO SKRWRJUDSK µDQ LQWHUQDO DJLWDWLRQ DQ H[FLWHPHQW¶
(Barthes, 1980, 19). This sensation is present in the language of the uncanny used by 
spectators and writers, and finds particular resonance with the experience of viewing 
the human body on-screen. It is this part of the technological uncanny reaction I shall 
turn to now.   
The Body in Early Cinema  
As a firmer idea of how the technological uncanny intersects with an evaluation of 
HDUO\FLQHPD¶VVSHFWDWRUUHVSRQVHKDVQRZEHHQHVWDEOLVKHGDXVHIXOTXHVWLRQWRQRZ
ask is: what, in particular, did viewers find uncanny about early moving pictures? As 
the above evidence reflects, the answer to this question certainly relies on the strange 
combination of realistic images ± photographic representations of life on-screen ± 
and the ability to make such pictures move. The cases which detail more extreme 
reactions to the moving images ± spectators running away in fear ± certainly have a 
close correlation to the genres Bottomore identifies: transportation and the stormy 
sea. But if the reaction of fear represents a minority of cases and it is more accurate 
to describe a larger audience as experiencing film as uncanny ± DV D µYDFLOODWLRQ
EHWZHHQEHOLHIDQGLQFUHGXOLW\¶± then what did these spectators see on the screen to 
evoke such a reaction?  What did early films show? One has to acknowledge straight 
away that a complete answer to this question is impossible: unfortunately many of 
the films produced during the earliest days of cinema no longer exist, either having 
been destroyed by chemical erosion or fire (film stock was highly combustible), or 
simply lost over time before formal institutions established archives for film. 
Therefore one cannot assess all the material that these spectators would have 
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enjoyed. Arguably, even if one could see these films, it would be highly unlikely that 
the experience of said films could faithfully replicate the exhibition contexts of the 
1890s which, as has already been noted, were extremely diverse.  
Instead I propose looking at a particular subject matter in these remaining films 
which was evidently popular and relates closely to the history and conceptualisation 
of the technological uncanny presented so far: the representation of the human body 
on-screen. Details from news reports and trade journals, as well as the surviving 
films, indicate that several of the earliest films portrayed moving human bodies as 
their central attraction. This representation, I argue, constitutes an additional, third 
genre to those suggested earlier by Bottomore. Yet my category also extends out to a 
history beyond early cinema where the attraction of the mechanised body is an 
integral part of the uncanny tradition. The earliest copyrighted film in the US ± 
(GLVRQ¶VThe Sneeze (or )UHG2WW¶V6QHH]H) in 1894 ± ZDVVKRZQRQWKHLQYHQWRU¶V
Kinetoscope and depicts 45 frames of a man feigning a sneeze. Presented in a 
medium shot, the short film shows the man exaggerating the movement of his head 
and hands in anticipation of the bodily function. Other Edison films made within 
WKHVHHDUO\\HDUVRIFLQHPD¶VGHYHORSPHQWLQFOXGHThe Great Sandow (1894), which 
shows the famous strongman flexing his muscles for the viewer; Blacksmith Scene 
(1893) ZKLFKGHSLFWVWKHZRUNPHQ¶VERGLHVVWUDLQLQJIURPWKHLULQWHQVHODERXUDQG
The Serpentine Dance (1894) featuring Annabelle Moore, a dancer who became 
famous for her lively performance in several early Edison films. The Serpentine 
Dance ZDVDOVRWKHVXEMHFWIRUWKH/XPLqUHV¶Cinématographe: often hand-coloured, 
WKHILOP¶VDWWUDFWLRQUHVLGHVLQWKHFRPELQDWLRQRIDSKRWRJUDSKLFDOO\UHDOLVWLFKXPDQ
body which is made to move in an extraordinary manner. The fluidity of this 




motion and the ontology of the technology behind it.   
The Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat Station (1895) is perhaps one of the best-
UHPHPEHUHG/XPLqUHILOPVDQGDQLQWHJUDOSDUWRIWKHµWUDLQHIIHFW¶P\WKEXWPDQ\
of the earliest Cinématographe films also feature moving human bodies as their 
subject matter. %DE\¶V %UHDNIDVW (1895) shows the Lumière family feeding the 
newest edition to their family, and The Morning Post describes the film Bathing in 
the Mediterranean DVVKRZLQJµDQXPEHURIEDWKHUVWDNLQJKHDGHUVIURPDGLYLQJ-
ERDUGLQWRWKHVHD¶G7KHIDPRXVWorkers Leaving the Factory (1895) has as 
its main attraction the realistic portrayal of a mass of human bodies as they move 
DFURVVWKHVFUHHQ ,QGHHGHYHQWKH/XPLqUH¶VIDPRXVORFRPRWLYHILOPLQFOXGHVWKH
VSHFWDFOH RI PRYLQJ ERGLHV µSHRSOH SXVK IRUZDUG WR HQWHU WKH FDUULDJHV DQG WKH
familiar scene of bustle and confusion incidental to the arrival of a train, passes 
EHIRUHWKHH\HVRIWKHVSHFWDWRU¶The Morning Post, 1896f; Figure 7). Uncle Josh at 
the Moving Picture Show indicates the prominence the representation of bodies on-
screen enjoyed during early cinema and the importance this subject matter has for 
evoking the uncanny: the first film shown to the enthusiastic spectator is of a 
dancing woman. The lively movements from this performance are the initial cause 
IRU 8QFOH -RVK¶V DPD]HPent at what he sees (and believes to be real) before him. 
Filmmakers in this early era thus chose the human body as their subject matter to 
demonstrate the novelties of the new cinematic technologies. Jonathan Auerbach 
argues that placing the body at the centre of early cinema history is crucial, as he 
writes:  
While early films clearly paid attention to many other objects, such as 
swaying trees and steaming trains, it was primarily the human figure, moving 
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in and through and creating space that enabled cinema to become what it 
became (Auerbach, 2007, 2).  
Investigating early cinema in relation to the depiction of the human body also 
correlates well with the definition of the technological uncanny used in this thesis. 
The last chapter demonstrated how ideas concerning the body are particularly ripe 
for the evocation of an uncanny experience: at a fundamental level, the uncanny 
experience ± the unease of the unhomely ± provokes a re-evaluation of the self in 
relation the world and others. The cinematic image provides a realistic and 
photographically-indexical double of the human body. The cinema therefore builds 
upon the technological uncanny traditions of the photograph, as outlined in the 
previous chapter through Barthes. Interestingly, the relationship between the body as 
an attraction and photography finds another precedent in the works of Eadweard 
Muybridge and Etienne-Jules Marey who created chronophotographic studies of, 
amongst other subjects, the human body. Corey Keller notes how in these works 
MuybridJHµWRRNPRVWO\HYHU\GD\DFWLRQVDQGEURNHWKHPLQWRIUDJPHQWVRIWLPH
allowing the viewer the opportunity for a lingering look at what was otherwise 
LQYLVLEOH¶ .HOOHU   7KH LVRODWLQJ RI WKLV PRYHPHQW UHYHDOV WKH KXPDQ
ERG\¶V LQWHUFRQQHFWed working mechanisms; the limbs which connect to joints and 
how these bend and contort. In this way these studies represent the body as a 
machine in a manner comparable to the 18th Century anxieties concerning automata, 
as outlined in Chapter 1. This idea finds resonance again in Chapter 4 when the body 
is similarly fragmented through motion-capture technology. For the early cinema 
FRQWH[W0X\EULGJH¶VDQG0DUH\¶VZRUNVDUHDQRWKHUµDUWLIDFW¶5RVVHOOLQ
this history of the technological uncanny.  
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7KHVH ZRUNV DOVR SURYLGH D UHPLQGHU WKDW HDUO\ FLQHPD¶V PRYLQJ ERGLHV DUH WKH 
illusion of motion. The close juxtaposition of the human body with the mechanical 
processes of moving photography not only parallels the strange combination of 
bodies with technology inherent in the figure of the automaton, but the cinema 
doubles this uncanny potential by rendering its similar effect ±making bodies move ± 
an illusion sourced in the mind of the spectator: it must be remembered that the 
illusion of motion perceived is as a result of the human eye being unable to register 
the individual frames of a film when projected at a suitable speed. The joke at the 
heart of Uncle Josh at the Moving Picture Show subtly reminds us of this fact. The 
framing of the tableau permits XVWRFRPSUHKHQG8QFOH-RVK¶VQDwYHDQWLFVEXWLWDOVR
forces us to become a double: we are both viewers of moving pictures on the screen 
with Uncle Josh and spectators of the film of Uncle Josh. This jarring experience 
draws overt attention to the nature of spectatorship and what we do when we watch 
films: as Uncle Josh indicates, the images on the screen are projected at a rate where 
they appear to move and, together with their photographic realism, thus appear 
imbued with a large degree of verisimilitudH8QFOH-RVK¶VH[WUHPHUHDFWLRQVWRWKH
PRYLQJSLFWXUHVUHPLQGXVRIDEDVLFIDFWWKHSHRSOHRQVFUHHQGRQRWµPRYH¶DWDOO± 
motion is simply an illusion in the mind of spectator. The contemplation of this 
ontological truism not only evokes the uncanniness of the photograph in its complex 
relationship to the index and reality (as explored in Chapter 1), but also illuminates 
the way in which the moving photograph may be manipulated: this is a facet 
exploited by Méliès in his films.   
With these observations in mind, I propose exploring further the relationship 
between early cinema, the filmic body and the technological uncanny in two, 
interrelated ways. First, I will investigate instances where uncanny reactions to early 
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film centred upon the representation of the human body. This approach is not 
without its difficulties (as shall be elaborated below) but I believe the evidence 
available for these responses further highlights the importance of moving bodies in 
early cinema reception. Second, I want to suggest that the relationship between the 
uncanny and the filmed human body also has a dialectical dimension: there exist 
examples of early films which appear to actively incorporate many uncanny tropes 
into their presentation of the body on-screen. This strengthens again the connection 
between the uncanny and early cinema but also illuminates how filmmakers also 
sought to emphasise this relationship in their products, suggesting that the 
strangeness of the new medium was an integral part of its attraction to spectators. I 
shall explore these ideas again with some of the works from Georges Méliès.  
To explore this first point ± evidence of uncanny reactions from viewers in direct 
response to human bodies on-screen ± is a complicated task. Like the films of early 
FLQHPD GRFXPHQWV FRQWDLQLQJ GHWDLOHG DQDO\VHV RI VSHFWDWRUV¶ UHDFWLRQ WR WKHVH
moving pictures are rare to find. The study of film history suggests there could be 
several reasons for this. Exhibition practices were so diverse and changed so quickly 
it would have been difficult to undertake a thorough survey of spectator reactions; 
the moving pictures, particularly in the earliest days of cinema, would have been 
only one attraction of several experienced by viewers; and, most significantly of all, 
no-one in the 1890s could have known how popular this form of visual entertainment 
ZRXOG EHFRPH QRU FRXOG LW KDYH EHHQ GHGXFHG WKDW µFLQHPD¶ ± in all its forms ± 
ZRXOGEHFRPHVXFKDQLQWHJUDODQGLQIOXHQWLDOSDUWRIIXWXUHJHQHUDWLRQV¶FXOWXUHDQG
communication. Other writers who have explored the importance of the body on-




VSHFXODWLYH JURXQGV¶ $XHUEach, 2007, 12). Similarly, in her exploration of the 
ERGLHVUHSUHVHQWHGLQWKH/XPLqUHDFWXDOLWLHV&\QWKLD%DURQUHFRJQLVHVµWKHSHULOVRI
GLVFXVVLQJKLVWRULFDO UHFHSWLRQ LQ WKHDEVHQFHRIGLUHFWRUHYHQDQHFGRWDOHYLGHQFH¶
(2001, 170). Jack T. Munsey also researches specific responses in the early cinema 
SHULRGDQGQRWHVWKDWVXFKWH[WVDUHHOXVLYHUHPDLQLQJµXQLQGH[HGEXULHGLQRXW-of-
the-ZD\SODFHV¶0XQVH\ 
However the contextual evidence I have collected shows how the technological 
uncanny becomes a useful way to characterise the response to early cinema. One of 
WKHVH LV 0D[LP *RUN\¶V SHUVRQDO DFFRXQW RI ZDWFKLQJ WKH /XPLqUH¶V
Cinématographe LQ  ZKHUH KH GHVFULEHV WKH H[SHULHQFH DV D µ.LQJGRP RI
6KDGRZV¶ZULWLQJ 
It is not life bXWLWVVKDGRZLWLVQRWPRWLRQEXW LWVVRXQGOHVVVSHFWUH«$V
you gaze at it, you see carriages, buildings and people in various poses, all 
frozen into immobility. All this is in grey, and the sky above is also grey ± 
you anticipate nothing new in this all too familiar scene, for you have seen 
pictures of Paris streets more than once. But suddenly a strange flicker passes 
through the screen and the picture stirs to life. Carriages coming from 
somewhere in the perspective of the picture are moving straight at you, into 
WKHGDUNQHVV LQZKLFK\RXVLW«$OOWKLVPRYHV WHHPVZLWKOLIHDQGXSRQ
approaching the edge of the screen, vanishes somewhere beyond it (Gorky, 
1896).    
It is important to note how, as detailed here, Lumière presentations often began with 
the projection of a still image before working the projector to make this picture 
µPRYH¶ ± a fact too often forgotten, Gunning notes, by cinema history (Gunning, 
D7KLV IDFW DV H[SUHVVHG LQ*RUN\¶V H[SHULHQFHRI HYHQWV HPSKDVLVHV DJDLQ




lifeless bodies in the picture begin to move ± an ability exclusively inherent to living 
creatureV7KLVWKHQH[WHQGVWKHXQFDQQ\SRWHQWLDORI0DUH\¶VDQG0X\EULGJH¶VVWLOO
images of the human body: like an automaton, this mechanical body is now given the 
DELOLW\WREHFRPHDQLPDWHG,PSRUWDQWO\DV*RUN\ZDWFKHVWKHVFUHHQVWLUULQJµWROLIH¶
human bodies are an integral part of the image he sees, rather than just a steaming 
ORFRPRWLYHRUZDYHVFUDVKLQJRQWRURFNV*RUN\¶VDFFRXQWLVSDUWLFXODUO\LQWHUHVWLQJ
because he acknowledges the potential of the moving image to induce an experience 
DNLQ WR WKH µWUDLQ HIIHFW¶ +H ZULWHV WKDW WKH PRYLQJ WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ IHDWXUHG LQ WKH
SLFWXUHRQWKLVRFFDVLRQFDUULDJHVDUHµPRYLQJVWUDLJKWDW\RXLQWRWKHGDUNQHVVLQ
ZKLFK \RX VLW¶ +LV ZRUGV LPSO\ D WKUHDW DV WKRXJK WKH IRUZDUG WUDMHFWRU\ RI WKH
carriages may break free from the confines of the screen at any moment. Yet in what 
comes closer to an experience of the uncanny rather than the fear of physical injury, 
*RUN\QRWHVKRZWKHVHOLYHO\LPDJHVVLPSO\YDQLVKµVRPHZKHUHEH\RQG¶WKHVFUHHQ
as convincingly as the cinema can grant life, it can also make this life disappear or, at 
least, as Gorky eerily suggests, this life has just disappeared from our window into 
the scene (the screen).  
*RUN\¶V LPSOLFDWLRQ WKDW WKH OLIH RQ VFUHHQ PD\ FRQWLQXH WR µOLYH¶ RQ VRPHZKHre 
EH\RQGRXUYLVLRQ WLHV LQZHOOZLWKKLVDVVHUWLRQ WKDW WKHPRYLQJSLFWXUHVDUH µQRW
OLIHEXWLWVVKDGRZLWLVQRWPRWLRQEXWLWVVRXQGOHVVVSHFWUH¶7KHHPSKDVLV*RUN\
places upon the greyness of the image is a reminder of the critical approach needed 
WR LQYHVWLJDWH WKH µWUDLQ HIIHFW¶ PRVW YLHZHUV FRXOG QRW KDYH EHOLHYHG WKHLU VHQVHV
ZHUHIRROHGLQWRH[SHULHQFLQJILOPDVµUHDO¶EHFDXVHWKHPRYLQJSLFWXUHVZHUHVRun-
real (black and white and silent). Instead it is the acknowledgement that this is a 
recording of life which has the potential to affect the viewer and the potential to 
transform corporeal bodies into life-like but insubstantial spectres which is at the 
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KHDUWRI*RUN\¶VXQFDQQ\H[SHULHQFHRIWKHRQ-screen images. Lisa Bode notes that 
WKHµODFN¶*RUN\REVHUYHVKHUHµOLHVLQWHQVLRQZLWKDSOHQLWXGHRIPRYHPHQWDQGLWV
LPSOLFDWLRQVRIOLIH¶%RGHWKHERGLHVRQ-screen are a slippage between 
the excess of movement ± photographs do not usually move ± but an absence of life. 
*RUN\¶V ZRrds are infused with the idea of the index: that the images are clearly 
related to the real world, maintaining an essence or trace of this street and these 
people when they were recorded. But these bodies are now inevitably transformed by 
their capture on film and re-animation on-screen; they are made mechanical. The 
filmic body is uncanny because it is liminal: existing in a place between life and 
GHDWK DQLPDWLRQ DQG VWLOOQHVV $V *RUN\¶V UHIOHFWLRQV UHYHDO WKLV OLPLQDOLW\ LV
evident by the way the bodies seem to move and exist both on the screen but also 
somewhere else beyond it.  
,W LV LQWHUHVWLQJ WKDW *RUN\ VKRXOG XVH WKH WHUP µVSHFWUH¶ DV RWKHU VSHFWDWRUV
compared the experience of watching moving images to the ethereal or the other 
worldly. The Cincinnati Enquirer quoted in the Introduction also used the term, 
FDOOLQJ WKH ILOPLF ERG\ WKH µSOD\IXO VSHFWHU RI WKH QLJKW¶ $QRQ V 7KHUH LV
another slippage here: the living of the day become ghostly under the fall of 
darkness. One can read this metaphorically as the darkness of the early cinema show. 
Henri Clouzot also comments on the strangeness of this darkness and compares the 
experience of moving images to SSLULWXDOLVP ZKHUH WKH µFLQHPDWRJUDSK JLYHV LWV
VpDQFHV¶ DQG WKH SLFWXUHV VWDUW WR PRYH ZKHQ WKH PDFKLQH RSHUDWHV DQG µWKH
,QFDQWDWLRQEHJLQV¶ ,W LV WKHQWKDW WKHµLPDJHFRPHVDOLYH¶&ORX]RW7KLV LV
not to say that spectators mistook the illusion of moving bodies for actual ghosts or 
that the technology was conflated with practices such as séances: as Solomon noted 
earlier, early cinema largely distinguished itself against such traditions and became 
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µDQ DQWL-6SLULWXDOLVW PHGLXP¶ 6RORPRQ   5DWKHU WKH FRPSDULVRQ E\
Clouzot, Gorky and the journalist correlate with the mode of spectatorship outlined 
by Gunning and North. These audiences are addressed not as viewers to be fooled by 
the moving images but, like the audience of a magic show, to actively engage in 
contemplating the nature of the illusion presented before them. This is evident by the 
fact that the technology behind the illusion is not hidden: indeed, Gorky sees the still 
photograph become animate and Clouzot hears the whirring of the projector25. This 
is an experience of the technological uncanny: a feeling of estrangement which 
demands contemplation but this reassessment of the world is forced by the workings 
of a machine specifically. The observation extends to the bodies presented: the 
apparent vitality of life coinciding with a visual lack (no sound or colour) draws 
attHQWLRQ WR WKHVH ERGLHV DV PHFKDQLFDO ,QGHHG *RUN\¶V GHVFULSWLRQ RI WKLV
H[SHULHQFH LV UHPLQLVFHQWRI1DWKDQLHO¶VGHVFULSWLRQRI&ODUD LQ The Sandman as a 
µOLIHOHVVDFFXUVHGDXWRPDWRQ¶+RIIPDQQ 
Comparing the accounts of early film experiences itself becomes uncanny as these 
reactions encompass the positive and negative forces I identified earlier as a useful 
GHVFULSWLRQRIXQFDQQLQHVVLQWKHWHUPµDWWUDFWLRQ¶7DNHQWRJHWKHUWKHVHDFFRXQWVDUH
liminal, slipping on the borders between extreme physical reactions (like the 
PLQRULW\ZKRUHVSRQGHGWRWKHµWUDLQHIIHFW¶WKHJKRVWO\H[SHULHQFHRI*RUN\¶VDQG
the pleasure for other viewers in seeing life made mechanical and doubled for the 
cinema screen. In these latter accounts the filmic bodies are not described as ghosts 
or machine-like; rather, it is the technology of the machine which is made more 
lifelike by the inclusion of the recorded bodies. The description of Sheffield & 
Rotherham Independent account outlined in the Introduction is a good example of 
                                                          
25
 7KHYLVLELOLW\RIWKHSURMHFWRULVGHSLFWHGLQWKHVHFRQGRIWKHµWUDLQP\WK¶VFHQHVLQ Hugo (2011) 
and this feature is explored in Chapter 5.  
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this. Like Gorky, this writer also comments on the dynamics of the screen but on this 
RFFDVLRQ WKH VKHHW EXUVWVZLWKPRYHPHQW DQG µWKH LOOXVLRQ LV VR FRPSOHWH WKDW \RX
appear to be looking through a window at something actually occurring in the next 
VWUHHW¶$QRQF$VKDVEHHQVWUHVVHGWKURXJKRXWWKLVFKDSWHUWKLVLVQRWWRVD\
that the film is mistaken for real life, as Uncle Josh dramatizes; the points raised 
DERYH HQVXUH DJDLQVW WKLV 5DWKHU LW LV WKH UHIOHFWLRQ XSRQ WKH ILOP¶V RQWological 
properties and its relationship to the bodies it records which is the primary attraction 
and the source of its uncanniness. Here the bodies which are described (a boy on a 
bicycle, train passengers and porters) help to give vitality to the pictures which are 
µWKURZQ¶RQWRWKHVFUHHQ$V*RUN\UHPLQGVXVWKHVLJKWRIWKHSURMHFWHGSKRWRJUDSK
alone is not new or unfamiliar; this familiarity is made strange by the inclusion of 
movement. For the Sheffield & Rotherham Independent reporter, the screen acts as a 
window framing real life; for Gorky this screen becomes a portal into a netherworld.  
Other writers also comment on how the technology is imbued with life. One 
commentator notes:   
It is a wonderful reproduction of scenes with movement. The photographs are 
transferred to a large screen by means of a modification of the optical lantern, 
and as the audiences see it, living figures and objects are shown in motion on 
the screen as in real life (Anon, 1896h). 
In these instances the human bodies on-screen operate to emphasise the illusion of 
µOLYLQJQHVV¶ enabled by the new technology and this evidently formed a key 
attraction for early cinema spectators. Other writers also noted how the projected 
SHRSOH ZHUH µLQ D VHQVH RI DFWXDOLW\ RI UHDOLVW¶ LQ DSSHDUance (Anon, 1905d) and 
DQRWKHU FODLPV µWKH FLQHPDWRJUDSK SLFWXUHV DUH PRUH UHDOLVWLF WKDQ HYHU¶ $QRQ
1902a). The Sheffield Daily Telegraph ZULWHV µ7KLV LV DQ LQYHQWLRQ RI 0HVVUV $
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and L. Lumière, and it is said that by its means a real scene of life and movement can 
be reproduced before an assemblage of spectators, in a moving, animated, and life-
VL]HSLFWXUH¶$QRQE,QWKHVHH[DPSOHVVFLHQFHKDVDFKLHYHGWKHFUHDWLRQRI
OLIH *DE\ :RRG¶V UHIHUHQFH WR µWHFKQRORJLFDO )UDQNHQVWHLQV¶ :RRG  160) 
which opened this chapter is an apt analogy. More specifically, I argue that the 
attraction and uncanniness of these projected, living bodies also resides in the longer 
tradition of 18th Century entertainments, and particularly the automaton. Just as 
Vaucanson endowed his clockwork creations with a form of life through air and skin 
(and planned for this to include blood), so too are the Cinematographe and Bioscope 
SURMHFWRUVGHVFULEHGE\WKHVHVSHFWDWRUVDVKDYLQJµOLIH¶DQGUHDOLVPE\FDSWXULQJDQG
recording these pro-filmic moving, living bodies. Indeed, this distinction is present 
LQKRZWKHVHILOPVZHUHHYHQWXDOO\UHIHUUHGWRDVµOLYLQJSLFWXUHV¶IRUH[DPSOHThe 
Observer GHVFULEHV WKH µQRYHOW\¶ RI µOLYLQJ SLFWXUHV¶ VKRZFDVHG DW 7KH (PSLUH
(Anon, 1900e). In my research into European and US press articles from this time, 
WKHWHUPµOLYLQJSLFWXUHV¶LVVWLOOXVHGLQWKHPLG-1890s to refer to tableaux vivants ± 
living models who would pose stationary depicting various scenes ± even after 
cinematic technologies had been debuted26. It was in the late 1890s and into the start 
of the new century that the term evidently changes in meaning to refer exclusively to 
filmic technologies (as in The Observer example). This shift is illuminating as an 
inverse is revealed: inanimate living people now become animate mechanical bodies.  
The idea of the index seeps into these reflections: the impression of life so vividly 
described by Barthes in the last chapter is now animated and there is a blurring of 
boundaries in these commentaries between the illusion on-screen and the living body 
                                                          
26
 The tradition of tableaux vivants provide a striking contrast to other entertainment which focussed 
on frozen bodies, such as the popularity of the displayed corpses in the Paris Morgue (Schwartz, 
1995) and waxworks (Warner, 2006); in these cases the inanimate bodies were non-living or 
deceased.   
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depicted. The Dover Express UHIOHFWV WKLV ZKHQ GHVFULELQJ µWKH ZHOO-known 
FLQHPDWRJUDSK RU DSSDUDWXV IRU SURGXFLQJ ³OLYLQJ SKRWRJUDSKV´ WKDW LV WR VD\
photographic images endowed with movHPHQW DQG DSSDUHQWO\ ZLWK OLIH¶ $QRQ
T1RWDEO\WKLVHIIHFWLVGHVFULEHGDVµOLYLQJSKRWRJUDSKV¶WKHGRXEOHFUHDWHG
WKURXJK SLFWRULDO WHFKQRORJLHV RI ROG DUH QRZ µOLYLQJ¶ GRSSHOJlQJHUV SURGXFHG E\
new technologies. Early cinema technology extends %DUWKHV¶VLGHDWKDWDSKRWRJUDSK
FUHDWHVµDVRUWRIXPELOLFDOFRUGthat links the body of the photographed thing to my 
JD]H¶-1). This is apparent as some writers muse upon how the technology 
PD\EHXVHGWRFDSWXUHDQGVHQGWKHPVHOYHVµSKRWRJUDSKHGLQPRWLRQ¶WRIDPLO\DQG
friends to provide a direct link between distant persons (Anon, 1902b). This uncanny 
collapsing of time and space also includes life and death, as commentaries also muse 
how the mechanical life of these moving pictures will preserve the filmic body long 
after the physical person has perished. History itself can be re-animated:    
Many peers and peeresses are having living pictures taken of themselves in 
their robes, to provide their descendants with such heirlooms as no family has 
yet been able to possess. We can hand down to posterity not only the robes 
but even the deportment of the witnesses of King Edward's Coronation 
(Anon, 1902c).  
What priceless treasures some of the ancient events would be if they had 
been recorded as living pictures!  The history of to-day will be equally 
valuable if handed down for future generations to witness.  No matter how 
good the ordinary photo or picture, it lacks the action which impresses itself 
on the mind (Anon, 1905a, 1).  
These responses from the early cinema period show spectators reflecting upon the 
ontology of the medium, utilising the language of the uncanny (doubling, haunting, 
mechanical life) in order to conceptualise this experience. Some writers contemplate 




earlier. Rather these words echo the technological uncanny as described earlier: a 
tension between the uneasy and the attractive; disquiet and pleasure. The Manchester 
Guardian GHVFULEHV WKH PRYLQJ SLFWXUHV DV µVWULNLQJ¶ $QRQ G DQG The 
Observer DJUHHVQRWLQJWKHWHFKQRORJ\WRKDYHDµVWULNLQJVWLUULQJHIIHFW¶$QRQ
1900b). On another occasion the latter QHZVSDSHU ZULWHV RI WKH µP\VWHULRXVO\
appearing and disappearing living pictures which are intended to puzzle as well as 
GHOLJKW WKHLU VSHFWDWRUV¶ $QRQ H 7KHVH YLHZHUV DUH GLVFRQFHUWHG VXUSULVHG
and startled by what they see. This latter word is highly significant as it occurs 
several times in accounts from this time. The Morning Post notes how the Lumière 
ILOPV RIIHU D µVWDUWOLQJ FRQWUDVW¶ LQ WKHLU UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ RI GLIIHUHQW YLHZV $QRQ
1896d). Similarly, The Times also promotes the CinématograSKH¶V µ1HZ DQG
6WDUWOLQJ 3LFWXUHV¶ $QRQ J DV GRHV The Observer ZLWK µVWDUWOLQJ OLYLQJ
SKRWRJUDSKV¶$QRQM7KH Belfast News-Letter advertises:  
The Great, The Original, and The Only Lumière Cinématographe: 
Marvellous, Startling, Amazing, Astounding, Must be Seen to be Believed!  
Living People From all Parts. (Anon, 1896t, my emphasis). 
The Cheshire Observer writes that the: 
... animated photographs thrown on the sheet are perfect in every detail ... 
while there are others all more or less of a startling nature, startling in their 
realistic representation (Anon, 1897a).      
The Daily News advertises the attractions at the Egyptian Hall including: 
A brilliant programme of startling novelties, including the finest display of 
Animated Photographs ever exhibited (Anon, 1897g).        
The )UHHPDQ¶V -RXUQDO DQG 'DLO\ &RPPHUFLDO $GYHUWLVHU runs a similar 
advertisement for forthcoming events:  
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There is a great treat in store for those who intend to witness the 
Cinématographe living pictures taken from real life ... He [the MC of the 
events] has some startling revelations to bring before the audience, and will 
show about sixty photographs from life (Anon, 1898d). 
7KH IUHTXHQF\ ZLWK ZKLFK µVWDUWOH¶ ZDV XVHG E\ FRQWHPSRUDU\ UHSRUWHUV LQ WKHLU
description or advertisement of moving pictures indicates the ubiquitous nature of 
this uncanny experience of early cinema. Contextualised within the technological 
XQFDQQ\ WKHVHUHVSRQVHVDUHFRPSDUDEOHWR%DUWKHV¶VGHVFULSWLRQRISKRWRJUDSK\¶V
µpunctum¶RXWOLQHGLQChapter 1; the startling effect of viewing a photographed body 
ZKLFKGUDZVDWWHQWLRQ WR WKHQDWXUHRI WKH LPDJH¶VRQWRORJ\ %DUWKHV-1). 
This uncanniness of the moving image was also evidently exploited ± and enhanced 
± by filmmakers. The Edison films described earlier provide an intense focus on the 
mechanics of human movement; the attraction here is physical motion of everyday 
bodies. Such a spectacle builds upon the work of Muybridge and Marey, and Laurent 
Guido notes how this is also expressed LQWKHHDUO\GDQFHILOPZKLFKµZRXOGSRVLWLRQ
VSHFWDWRUV XQGHU DQ LUUHVLVWLEOH UK\WKPLF VSHOO¶ *XLGR   7RP *XQQLQJ
notes how the use of direct looks in these films is emblematic of his cinema of 
attractions model. The bodies on-screen gazing into the lens and out to the viewer 
EH\RQGUHSUHVHQWVKRZµWKLVLVDFLQHPDWKDWGLVSOD\VLWVYLVLELOLW\ZLOOLQJWRUXSWXUH
a self-HQFORVHGILFWLRQDOZRUOGIRUDFKDQFHWRVROLFLW WKHDWWHQWLRQRIWKHVSHFWDWRU¶
(Gunning, 1986, 382). Judith Buchanan comments how early trick films used their 
visual effects on the destruction and reconstruction of the human body, as can be 
seen in Explosion of a Motor Car (1900). Buchanan writes:  
,WZDVIXOO\HYLGHQWWRDOOWKDWWKHDFWLRQRIVXFKµWULFNILOPV¶FRXOGQRWUHDOly 
have happened in the real world as presented in the cinematic one, but the 




of the period were simultaQHRXVO\SURPRWLQJ¶%XFKDQDQ 
7KLV µEHWUD\DO¶ RI µSKRWRJUDSKLF WUXWK¶ DOVR H[WHQGV WR WKH µWUXWK¶ RQ KRZ VXFK DQ
effect is achieved. An article in Illustrated London News vividly depicts how the 
French version of this popular trick film subject matter was made thereby drawing 
attention once again to how these moving pictures are mediated and thus ripe for 
manipulation (Anon, 1908a; Figure 8). Jonathan Auerbach argues how Edison 
explores this possibility in his strange commingling of life, death and the 
performance of life and death in his films on McKinley. As noted in the 
,QWURGXFWLRQ0F.LQOH\¶VPRYLQJERG\ZDVDNH\DWWUDFWLRQDOWKRXJKWKH3UHVLGHQW¶V
death became just as popular when Edison filmed the state funeral. Interestingly, 
Edison ZDV XQDEOH WR ILOP WKH H[HFXWLRQ RI WKH PDQ FRQYLFWHG RI 0F.LQOH\¶V
assassination and so the filmmaker recorded a re-enactment outside the real prison. 
These three films together reveal the slippages between the living and the deceased, 
the real and the artificial made possible by moving picture technology. Auerbach 
describes the effect in equally uncanny terms:        
Passing from life to death, the figure on the screen goes from motion to 
frozen stillness ... thereby reversing the normal animating process by which 
the cinema works its magic. This reversal is all the more unsettling in that the 
electricity throughout the nineteenth century was typically regarded as the 
very medium of animation (think of Frankenstein WKHERG\¶VQHUYRXV OLIH
force, not the harbinger of death. Such an arresting process of physical 
disembodiment thus foregrounds the kind of disembodied immediacy that we 
see in other early filmed historical reenactments (Auerbach, 2007, 40).  
In these instances the technological uncanniness of HDUO\FLQHPD¶VERGLHVLVVWUHVVHG
even further by filmmakers who actively draw attention towards the mechanical 
nature of this life. The language of the uncanny used by commentators in their 
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experience of early cinema is translated into the representation of the filmic body on 
behalf of filmmakers. These films demonstrate once again the cultural currency of 
the uncanny and its tropes. It is this dialectic dimension between filmmaker and 
viewer, the filmic body and the cinematic experience which I explore further in the 
FRQFOXGLQJ VHFWLRQ RQ *HRUJHV 0pOLqV¶V HDUO\ ILOPV ZKLFK IHDWXUH µPRELOH
FDSULFLRXVFRQYXOVLYH¶DQGµK\VWHULFDO¶ERGLHVWKDWµSUHVHQWHGDXGLHQFHVZLWKLPDJHV
RIVXFKPRUSKLFYDULDELOLW\¶%DURQ-1).  
The Body in the Early Films of Georges Méliès  
THE MYSTERIOUS KNIGHT. A Scene in a Castle, commencing with the 
conjuror drawing the head of a Knight on a blackboard with chalk. He takes 
this head and places same on a bottle, afterwards impaling same on a sword, 
the head constantly turning, laughing, and talking to him. Other novel tricks, 
entirely new to Cinématography, such as Dissolving, &c., are depicted, 
making in all one of the most interesting and startling subject ever produced 
by Mons. Méliès. (Anon, 1900a)  
The above extract details the synopsis of a trick film, The Mysterious Knight, made 
by Georges Méliès in 1899. Crucially, this advertisement describes the film as 
µVWDUWOLQJ¶DVKDVEHHQGHWDLOHGDERYHHYLGHQFHIURPRWKHUQHZVSDSHUVDERXWRWKHU
films ± particular the Lumière actualities ± RIWHQGHVFULEHWKHIHDWXUHVDVµVWDUWOLQJ¶
The link between the uncanniness of the cinematic medium and its representation of 
WKH PRYLQJ KXPDQ ERG\ KDV EHHQ HVWDEOLVKHG +RZHYHU WKH µVWDUWOLQJ¶ QDWXUH RI
0pOLqV¶VILOPVLVRIDGLIIHUHQWRUGHr. As the above advert for The Mysterious Knight 
LQGLFDWHVLQ0pOLqV¶VILOPVERGLHVDUHVXGGHQO\PDOOHDEOHDQGXQSUHGLFWDEOH,WLVWKH
purpose of this section to consider the ways in which these bodies are presented (and 
re-presented) to the viewer in MéOLqV¶VHDUO\ZRUNDQGKRZWKLVOLQNVWRWKHWKHRULHV
of the technological uncanny in early cinema discussed so far. In doing so I will 
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reveal that these early works engage with the uncanniness of the human form on-
screen in four ways: by extending the conventions of magic theatre into the 
cinematic medium; by using specifically filmic techniques ± beyond the traditions of 
the stage ± in the establishment of the trick shots; by reflecting upon the new moving 
picture technology in films without trick shots; and by establishing narratives which 
GUDZDWWHQWLRQWRWKHDFWRIVSHFWDWRUVKLS0pOLqV¶VZRUNWKHUHIRUHEULQJVWRJHWKHUWKH
points discussed above, demonstrating once again how early films actively 
incorporate these themes and uncanny tropes into their imagery, thereby stressing 
once again the centrality of the body in early cinema.  
Georges Méliès was born in 1861 in Paris and developed a talent for puppetry and 
art whilst at boarding school. He wanted to become a professional painter but, at the 
insistence of his father, instead trained in the family business of shoe manufacturing. 
Méliès spent some time in London in 1884 for this business and, whilst there, 
experienced many of the illusions on display on-stage at the Egyptian Hall. This 
LQLWLDWHG0pOLqV¶V interest in magic, which culminated in him purchasing the Théâtre 
Robert-Houdin in 188827. It was there that Méliès would manage and perform on-
stage until 1915, when financial difficulties eventually forced him to sell the theatre. 
The Théâtre Robert-HoudLQZRXOGDOVRSURYLGHWKHEOXHSULQWIRU0pOLqV¶VSXUSRVH-
built film studio in 1897: Méliès built the film studio to the same size and 
dimensions as his theatre. He constructed this studio after first viewing ± and 
becoming fascinated with ± WKH /XPLqUH¶V Poving pictures in 1895. It was at this 
time that Méliès began his parallel career in film production, direction, editing and 
performance, creating over 500 films. The combined influence of the magic show 
                                                          
27
 0HOLHV¶VSXUFKDVHRIWKHWKHDWUHFRXOGDOVREHYLHZHGDVDQRWKHUµDUWLIDFW¶5RVVHOOLQWKLVKLVWRU\
of the technological uncanny: Melies also inherited and displayed automata which functioned as 
fellow attractions alongside his magic shows and, later, moving pictures.   
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and the Cinématographe LQ0pOLqV¶VOLIHWKHUHIRUHVWresses that these two facets must 
EHFRQVLGHUHGWRJHWKHULQGLDORJXHLQ0pOLqV¶VZRUNV$V$QGUp*DXGUHDXOWQRWHV
µ0pOLqVZDVfirst and foremost, magician, and he was a magician even when he was, 
DQGDWWKHVDPHWLPHDVKHZDVDNLQHPDWRJUDSKHU¶*DXGreault, 2007, 32).               
It is for this reason that Gaudreault, along with other historians (North, 2008; 
Solomon 2010), emphasise the importance of acknowledging the conventions of the 
magic theatre which Méliès used in his films. A good example of this is The 
Vanishing Lady (1896). The film begins with Méliès entering a stage from screen 
right and taking a bow towards the camera. Already the film establishes the 
conventions of a magic show. We are viewing a theatrical stage ± indeed it is space 
closely modelled on the real stage in the Théâtre Robert-Houdin ± and Méliès is 
dressed in formal attire signifying he shall be the performer. Audiences familiar with 
0pOLqV¶VRWKHUZRUNDWWKHWLPHZRXOGDOVRUHFRJQLVHDQGWKXVH[SHFWWKDWKHZLOO
perform as a magician. The bow to the camera follows the same routine expected 
from a stage act where the magician would usually perform in front of a live 
audience. Here the spectator is implied but the direct address to the camera 
DQWLFLSDWHVWKHHYHQWXDOILOP¶s exhibition to a similar audience. Méliès continues his 
performance as though his audience were already present: directing all of his actions 
towards the front of the stage (and the camera). Méliès brings a female assistant on-
VWDJHVKRZVXVDµQRUPDO¶Fhair, and has the helper sit down. When Méliès proceeds 
to cover the woman with a large cloth the contemporary spectators would know the 
order of events to come: the cloth will be removed to reveal the woman has 
disappeared and Méliès the magician shall maNHKHUUHDSSHDUIRUWKHDFW¶VILQDOH 
7KHµ9DQLVKLQJ/DG\¶WULFNZDVDSRSXODUth Century act and Elizabeth Ezra notes 
that Méliès probably would have seen it performed during his time in London (Ezra, 
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0pOLqV¶V WUDQVIHUHQFHRI WKH WULFN Wo the screen could be classified under 
*XQQLQJ¶VFLQHPDRIDWWUDFWLRQVDQG,WKLQNWZRH[HPSODU\IHDWXUHVLQThe Vanishing 
Lady demonstrate this. The first is the direct address to the camera, which 
HPSKDVLVHV WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI WKH VSHFWDWRU¶V LQYROYHPHQW In this way the film 
FRUUHODWHV WR RWKHU JD]HV LQWR WKH FDPHUD ZKLFK DLP WR µVROLFLW WKH DWWHQWLRQ RI WKH
VSHFWDWRU¶*XQQLQJ7KLVORRNLVGHOLEHUDWHDQGSXUSRVHIXOO\LPSOLFDWHV
WKHYLHZHUV¶LQWKHVSHFWDFOHVKRZQRQ-screen. Yet the look is equally an example of 
WKH µGLDORJLF TXDOLW\ RI LOOXVRU\ SUDFWLFH¶ 1RUWK   ZKLFK HQFRXUDJHV WKH
PDJLFLDQILOPPDNHU¶V DXGLHQFH WR DFWLYHO\ HQJDJH LQ WKH H[SHULHQFH DQG
FRQWHPSODWLRQRI WKHVSHFWDFXODU WULFN7KHVHFRQGIHDWXUH LV WKHµPDJLF¶ LWVHOI the 
trick shot used to make the woman disappear and then later reappear. This effect is 
produced by stopping the camera at the required point, re-arranging the mise-en-
scène or performers as necessary, and then starting the recording again with the 
slightly modified view. The transition from one frame to another in a trick shot is 
synthesised in the editing room, although the scene appears to be shot in a single 
take when projected back onto the screen. The presence of the trick shot to complete 
the magic act ± which, in the theatre, would be performed using stage props ± 
HPSKDVLVHV WKH DELOLW\ RI WKH FDPHUD WR µshow VRPHWKLQJ¶ *XQQLQJ  , 
original emphasis): moving pictures can perform novel but familiar acts for the 
amusement of theatre-experienced audiences.  
But Méliès does more than simply record a familiar magic act with a camera. The 
use of the trick shot to achieve the necessary disappearance of the woman ± rather 
than using any theatrical devices ± already points to the distinctly cinematic nature of 
the film. It is also relevant that Méliès does not simply follow the disappear-reappear 
formula of the Vanishing Lady act commonly found on the stage: Méliès adds 
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another, exclusively filmic, touch. When the cloth is removed from the chair and it is 
revealed the woman has disappeared, Méliès the magician waves his arms 
expectantly through the air to make the woman reappear but, importantly, without 
WKHDLGRIWKHFORWK$VKLVDUPVH[HUWKLVµPDJLFDOSRZHUV¶RYHUWKHFKDLUDQRWKHU
trick shot makes a skeleton appear suddenly (Figure 9). Disappointed at this result, 
Méliès then uses the cloth to make the original woman appear in complete form and 
both take a bow to signal the end of the show. The appearance of the skeleton 
suggests that, whilst it LVLPSRUWDQWWRDFNQRZOHGJH0pOLqV¶VWKHDWULFDOEDFNJURXQG
this should not mitigate his inventiveness as a filmmaker. It is for these reasons that 
*DXGUHDXOWDGYRFDWHVDQDQDO\VLVRI0pOLqVZKLFKHPSKDVLVHVKLVZRUN¶VµWULFNDOLW\¶
narrative and theatricality are important influences but these should come second to 
0pOLqV¶V DGHSW PDVWHULQJ RI FLQHPDWLF HIIHFWV *DXGUHDXOW  )UDQN .HVVOHU
HPSKDVLVHV D VLPLODU SRLQW QRWLQJ WKDW 0HOLHV¶V DGGUHVV WR WKH DXGLHQFH ZDV QRW
simply as a magician within the tUDGLWLRQVRIPDJLF WKHDWUHEXWDVD ILOPPDNHU µVR
that he could create new illusions that allowed him to play with the, literally, 
SKHQRPHQDOGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQ WKHVWDJHDQG WKHVFUHHQ¶ .HVVOHU ,W LV
also significant that in this instance thiVµWULFNDOLW\¶VKRXOGLQYROYHWKHVXEVWLWXWLRQRI
DOLYHKXPDQERG\ZLWKDVNHOHWRQ$SWO\W\LQJLQZLWKWKHUHSRUWVRIHDUO\FLQHPD¶V
µVWDUWOLQJ¶ HIIHFWV DQG *RUN\¶V DGPLVVLRQ WKDW PRYLQJ SLFWXUHV FUHDWH µVSHFWUHV¶
0pOLqV¶VFLQHPDWLFUH-working of a tradLWLRQDOWKHDWUHWULFNUHYHDOVWKLVµSKHQRPHQDO
GLIIHUHQFH¶ WKH ILOPHGKXPDQ LV DERG\PDGHPHFKDQLFDO DPHGLDWHGSUHVHQFHRI
UHDOOLIHOLDEOHWRPDQLSXODWLRQ(DUO\FLQHPD¶VDQLPDWHGSKRWRJUDSKVFDQEULQJOLIH
(movement) and death (stillness) to the human body on-screen.  
7KHUH DUH RWKHU ILOPV IURP 0pOLqV¶V HDUO\ ZRUN ZKLFK DOVR PDNH WKLV H[SOLFLW
reference to death and the decay of the human body. In The Haunted Castle (1897), a 
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series of ghosts and apparitions torment a wealthy gentleman. Beginning with the 
strange movement of inanimate objects, a strange ghost-like figure appears and, 
frightened, the gentleman draws his sword. As he lunges the spectre turns into a 
skeleton and then into an armoured knight (Figure 10). The trick shots utilised in this 
film are not in the service of an existing theatrical act as with The Vanishing Lady: 
here the cinematic effects serve their own narrative purpose, namely the portrayal of 
a haunted castle. Removing the familiarity associated with a common theatre trick ± 
and thus the expectation for what will happen ± The Haunted Castle further 
emphasises the potential uncanny experience inherent in these films as viewers 
shockingly discover the insubstantial nature of the filmic body. Ghosts in human 
forms can appear and transform into skeletons which can then become human again. 
7KH 0DJLFLDQ¶V &DYHUQ (1901) also features this skeleton trope. In this film the 
skeleton is prominent in the mise-en-scène from the start, hanging ± lifeless ± 
towards screen-left. In a reversal of The Vanishing Lady act, the magician places the 
VNHOHWRQ RQ D FKDLU DQG µPDJLFDOO\¶ PDNHV LW WUDQVIRUP LQWR WKH ERG\ RI D OLYLQJ
woman who stands and bows to the camera. Just like the films discussed previously, 
here the tension between the living and the dead ± implicit in the cinematic medium 
itself ± is played out for comedic effect.  
Yet even those pro-filmic living bodies which appear stable are rendered unreliable 
like the spectres of The Haunted Castle. After the transformation of the skeleton into 
a woman in 7KH 0DJLFLDQ¶V &DYHUQ the fact this female performer takes a bow 
would perhaps suggest this to be the end of the trick (as it was in The Vanishing 
Lady and usually is in stage magic traditions). But the magician then makes this 
living woman morph into the image of a different woman, who is then later 
converted back into skeletal form. This de-stabilising of the human body through 
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cinematic effects is extended in the film described at the opening of this section: The 
Mysterious Knight. In this film the attraction resides in a series of trick shots which 
show a human head magically transported onto various implements within the 
VFHQH¶V PLVH-en-VFqQH 7KH QRYHOW\ RI WKH ILOP¶V DELOLW\ WR µshow VRPHWKLQJ¶ LV
emphasised again with reference to theatre traditions: as the head is placed on the 
first object, a bottle, Méliès as the magician and knight gestures to the camera and 
crawls underneath the table to show no hidden device or apparatus is present. As the 
advertisement at the beginning details, the µVWDUtOLQJ¶DVSHFWRIWKLVILOPLVWKHIDFWWKH
GLVHPERGLHGKHDGLVµFRQVWDQWO\WXUQLQJODXJKLQJDQGWDONLQJ¶ZLWK0pOLqVZKLOVWLW
is impaled on a sword (Figure 11). The strangeness of the filmed body is thus 
illuminated by a body (or body part) which cRQWLQXHV WR DFW µQDWXUDOO\¶ XQGHU WKH
most unnatural of circumstances.  
The Mysterious Knight also extends the self-reflexive comment on the uncanniness 
of cinema gestured towards by the presence of skeletons in other Méliès films. This 
film creatively parodies the processes of illusion behind moving picture technology. 
The Mysterious Knight begins with Méliès drawing a head upon a blackboard: this 
head is magically rendered three-dimensional and alive. This reflects the processes 
behind cinema: pictures arHµDQLPDWHG¶WRFUHDWH WKHLOOXVLRQRIPRYHPHQWDQGOLIH
Méliès the magical knight ± and filmmaker ± can give this picture life but he can also 
render the pro-filmic human body unstable and unpredictable. Interestingly, after the 
trick shots of the disembodied head, Méliès normalises this appendage by giving it a 
body. This body is subject to the vanishing and appearing acts featured in the other 
films but it remains un-abused and complete for the duration of the middle-part of 
the film. Quite aptly, it is towards the end of the film when Méliès removes this head 
from its body again and transforms it back into a chalk drawing which is then rubbed 
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RXW DV *RUN\ SRLJQDQWO\ QRWHV OLIH LQ ILOP GLVDSSHDUV µVRPHZKHUH EH\RQG¶ WKH
screen and, in this case, also be\RQGDEODFNERDUG0HOLHVH[SORLWVILOP¶VFDSDFLW\IRU
these illusions which would be impossible to perform on stage and, importantly, the 
PHGLXP¶VSKRWRJUDSKLFEDVLVVWLOODOORZVWKHWULFNWRDSSHDUUHDOLVWLF$V1RUWKQRWHV 
The exploitation of technological developments and apparatus by magicians 
made them well placed to appreciate the spectacular potential of moving 
pictures, but more importantly, illusory films offer a response to questions of 
ILOP¶V FDSDFLW\ IRU YHULVLPLODU UHSURGXFWLRQ RI WKH VFHQH EHIRUH WKH OHQV¶
(North, 2007, 176).    
$OORI WKH0pOLqV ILOPVDQDO\VHGVR IDUPDNHH[WHQVLYHXVHRI WKHVH µWHFKQRORJLFDO
GHYHORSPHQWV¶DQGWKHµVSHFWDFXODUSRWHQWLDO¶RIFLQHPDLQSDUWLFXODUZLWKWKHXVHRI
WKH WULFN VKRW 'HVSLWH 0pOLqV¶V FODLP WR WKH Fontrary, it is unlikely that he 
accidentally discovered this effect or that he was the first to use it (Méliès, 1907). An 
Edison film from 1895, The Execution of Mary, Queen of Scots, is probably one of 
the first to use such an effect. In this film the condemned monarch is shown kneeling 
over the execution block, adjacent to the camera. As the axe is raised and dropped to 
strike her neck, a trick shot substitutes the actress for a dummy which is decapitated 
LQKHUSODFH7KHµKHDG¶LVWKHQOLIWHGWRZDUGVWKe camera. The trick shot in this film 
is used for substitution purposes and is thus not designed to draw attention to itself as 
a trick: the effect should make it appear as though the living human body has been 
EHKHDGHGµOLYH¶RQVFUHHQ7KLVVOLSSDJHEHWZeen life and death, the pro-ILOPLFµUHDO¶
ERG\DQGWKHIDEULFDWHGH[HFXWHGERG\LVUHPLQLVFHQWRI$XHUEDFK¶VDQDO\VLVRIWKH
McKinley assassination and the reconstructed execution of the perpetrator. Méliès 
therefore takes the transformative abilities of the trick shot and uses this for 




mediation. For example, Méliès also makes use of an axe in The Famous Box Trick 
 EXW GRHV VR WR P\VWHULRXVO\ VHSDUDWH RU µFXW¶ RQH ER\ LQWR WZR WKLV
VSHFWDFXODUXVHRI WKHSURS WKXV VLJQDOV WKH ILOP¶VSUHRFFXSDWLRQZLWK D FLQHPDRI
attractions mode which, I argue, can be contextualised historically within the 
traditions of the technological uncanny.  
$Q\DQDO\VLVRI0pOLqV¶VZRUNPXVWEHFDUHIXOQRWWRVXJJHVWWKDWWKHWULFNVKRWDQG
FUHDWLRQRI IDQWDVWLFDOHYHQWVDUH WKHRQO\ WUDLWVSUHVHQW LQKLV ILOPV ,QGHHG(]UD¶V
re-evaluation of the filmmakeUVHHNVWRXQGHUPLQHWKHFRPPRQµP\WK¶WKDWµ0pOLqV
PDGH SULPDULO\ IDLU\ WDOHV DQG IDQWDVLHV¶ (]UD   $V (]UD¶V ZRUN
demonstrates, Méliès also filmed actualities and reconstructions which are 
comparable to those made by other contemporaries, including Edison and the 
Lumières. Ezra cites the series of political films made by Méliès depicting the 
Dreyfus case and scandal as a key example but there are others. An early Méliès 
film, Card Party (1896), appears to be an actuality closely based on the Lumière film 
Playing Cards as it is also a tableau of a scenic afternoon and it features a direct look 
at the camera. A waitress appears from screen left to pour drinks for the gentlemen 
sitting in the centre of the screen and, after performing her task, she appears to 
glance periodically and nervously towards the camera. She exits the scene briefly 
before returning with a tray and lingering to hear the humorous story recited from the 
newspaper by Méliès. Méliès and the other men laugh, as does the waitress, but she 
directs her amusement towards the spectator as she looks directly at the camera, 
UDWKHUWKDQPDLQWDLQLQJWKHLQWHUQDOORJLFRIWKHILOP¶VGLHJHVLV 
,QWKLVZD\0pOLqV¶VZRUNDOVRIHDWXUHVDµUXSWXUH¶*XQQLQJGUDZLQJWKH
YLHZHU¶V DWWHQWLRQ WR WKH PHGLXP¶V XQFDQQ\ RQWRORJ\ DQG WKLV LV DJDLQ VLJQDOOHG
through the representation of the body but, this time, without the aid of a trick shot. 
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Another actuality made by Méliès ± After the Ball (1897) ± also features a direct 
look to the camera which forces a re-evaluation upon the nature of the cinematic 
image and its viewing. In this example the look comes as quite a shock with the 
apparent intent to startle the viewer. A wealthy woman arrives home to her boudoir 
and begins to undress with the help of her maid. This undressing continues until the 
woman is almost nude and then stands in a bath tub for her maid to help her bathe. 
Gunning writes that films which feature such stripteases are another common theme 
ZLWKLQWKHµFLQHPDRIDWWUDFWLRQV¶SKase and the voyeuristic pleasure of such displays 
is usually acknowledged by a knowing look to the camera. This look occurs in After 
the Ball but, significantly, it does not come from the wealthy, undressed woman. 
After the latter has bathed she exits the scene at screen-left. The maid lingers to 
collect her clothes and, whilst doing so, turns to look directly at the camera before 
also exiting screen-left (Figure 12). The way this direct look comes from the maid, 
rather than agent of the striptease, only works to emphasise the voyeuristic nature of 
the scene and provides an explicit notification of this fact to the viewer. The maid, 
like the spectator, has watched these events and forces the audience to acknowledge 
her/his own viewing habits ± habits enabled by the strange experience of the 
FLQHPDWLFLPDJH7KHUHIRUHLQDILOPZKHUHWKHPDLQµDWWUDFWLRQ¶LVWKHSRUWUD\DORID
realistic, nearly-nude human body, Méliès still highlights the disruptive nature of this 
representation.  
Other Méliès films which use trick shots or fantastic settings still feature this 
unsettling message, alerting the viewer to the strangeness of the moving image, but 
GR VR WKURXJK QDUUDWLYH GHYLFHV $QRWKHU µP\WK¶ (]UD VHHNV WR FRUUHFW LV WKH
DVVXPSWLRQ µ0pOLqV¶V ZRUN LV ODUJHO\ GHYRLG RI QDUUDWLYH VWUXFWXUH¶ (]UD 




insists this is not the case:  
(YHQ0pOLqV¶VVKRUWHVWILOPV, while undeniably full of exhibitionist spectacle, 
also contain a strong narrative component. As in other films, attractions and 
narration interact to form a complex and internally heterogeneous semiotic 
universe (150).  
&KDUOHV 0XVVHU¶V ZRUN FRPSOHPHQWV (]UD¶V LGHDV DV KH WRR VHHNV WR UHLQVHUW
µQDUUDWLYLW\¶DORQJVLGHWKHDWWUDFWLRQHOHPHQWVFRPPHQWLQJRQKRZERWKFRXOGH[LVW
not only in the same film, but even in the same moments of a film (Musser, 1994, 
396). Musser develops these ideas to propose an alternative theorising of early 
FLQHPDVSHFWDWRUVKLSZLWKWKHQRWLRQVRIDµFLQHPDRIFRQWHPSODWLRQ¶DQGDµFLQHPD
of discernment in which spectators engage in intellectually active processes of 
FRPSDULVRQ DQG MXGJHPHQW¶ DQG WKHUHE\ UHDIILUP WKH µLPSRUWDQFH RI QDUUDWLYH¶
0XVVHU   $FFRXQWV IURP WKH WLPH VXSSRUW 0XVVHU¶V DVVHUWLRQV HYHQ
WKRXJK VRPH ZULWHUV ILQG 0pOLqV¶V ZRUN µVWDUWOLQJ¶ DV QRWHG DERYH RWKHU DXWKRUV¶
comments draw attention to the fact such effects are used for narrative purposes. A 
description of The Impossible Voyage (1904) (also known as Whirling of the Worlds) 
GHVFULEHVWKHILOPQRWDVDOLVWRILWVHIIHFWVEXWDVWKHWULSVWDNHQDVSDUWRIWKHILOP¶V
depicted journey:    
Quite a feature was that set entitled "Whirling of the Worlds," which is 
characterised as "the rage of London." It is at the same time interesting, 
entertaining, and mirth-provoking, including a trip to the sun by train, motor 
car, and flying machine, returning by submarine (Anon, 1905c).  
Similarly, A Trip To The Moon (1902) (also known as A Fantastical Trip to the 
Moon) is contextualised within literary traditions:  
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An amusing demonstration of "trick" photography is afforded by a series of 
thirty tableaux, entitled "A Fantastical Trip to the Moon," conducted more 
upon the lines of Jules Verne than of Messrs. Cook (Anon, 1902d).  
, WKLQN WKH WHFKQRORJLFDO XQFDQQ\ RIIHUV DQRWKHU RSWLRQ LQ KRZ WR PDUU\ 0pOLqV¶V
trick films with their narrative potential and, more broadly, how one can then analyse 
the body in early FLQHPD0pOLqV¶VILOPVGRLQGHHGFRQWDLQQDUUDWLYHHOHPHQWVEXW,
EHOLHYH ZH FDQ UHDG WKHVH HOHPHQWV DOOHJRULFDOO\ DV ZHOO (YHQ LQ 0pOLqV¶V ILOPV
where a series of events are presented within a linear narrative progression ± as in 
The Impossible Voyage ± the fact remains that these films present the moving picture 
medium itself as a spectacular attraction. The presence of visual effects (like the trick 
shot) emphasise the visual impact in contemplating this ontological fact but the 
uncanny potentiality is already present. This is evident in the reactions of the 
uncanny detailed above which relate to a broad range of films and visual styles (the 
trick film, the dance film, the direct look, etc.). The constant here is the depiction of 
the human body: the uncanny pleasure in viewing and contemplating the nature of 
real life made mechanical, and the mechanical made more life-like through the 
projection of photographically realistic bodies. Indeed, even in a film like The 
Impossible Voyage which seems to appeal PRUHWRµQDUUDWLYLW\¶0XVVHU
WKDQWKHWULFNILOPVGHVFULEHGDERYHWKHUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIHYHQWVFDQVWLOOµVWDUWOH¶WKH
viewer because of the exhibitionism of this cinema of attractions. This reaction 
causes the viewer to contemplate the nature of the technology behind the illusion. As 
a writer for The Evening Standard notes in relation to The Impossible Voyage 
observes:  
It is so cleverly done that many people are deceived into believing that at 
OHDVW VRPH SRUWLRQV RI LW DUH ³JHQXLQH´ WKRXJK as a matter of fact, it is 





fascinating because they incorporate many of the popular themes and techniques 
used by his contemporaries but these are regularly and explicitly related to the 
depiction and mutilation of the filmic body. This body, and its relationship to the 
uncanny, finds a precedent in the 18th Century contexts outlined in Chapter 1. 
0pOLqV¶V SRUWUD\DO RI ERGLHV ZKLFK DUH VRPHWLPHV VWDEOH RIWHQ PDQLSXODWHG DQG
regularly doubled tell the story of how the body has traditionally intersected with 
technology and how this convergence evokes an experience of the uncanny. This is a 
narrative which is conveyed through: a mode of spectatorship which draws attention 
to the visual effects of moving image technology; an experience of those images 
which forces contemplation upon the ontology of this technology which, in the case 
of photography, evokes the idea of the index; the language of the uncanny used in 
these written accounts; and how this language is translated onto the screen through 
the alignment of the body with additional uncanny tropes, such as doubles, dummies 
and skeletons.     
Therefore, in addition to the effects, theatrical traditions and actualities which 
GHVWDELOLVH WKH ILOPHG KXPDQ ERG\ 0pOLqV¶V FRQVWUXFWLRQ RI QDUUDWLYH DOVR
incorporates these uncanny tropes in reference tR WKH ODUJHU µQDUUDWLYH¶ RI WKH
technological uncanny. To contextualise MpOLqV¶VZRUNLQthis way is not to mitigate 
0pOLqV¶V FRQWULEXWLRQ WR WKH YLVXDO HIIHFWV RI HDUO\ FLQHPD RU WR LJQRUH WKH 
importance of early cinema itself as a turning point in moving picture technology 
which offered a unique viewing experience for spectators. Indeed, this latter point 
FDQ DOVR EH UHDG DV D IRUP QDUUDWLYH LQ 0pOLqV¶V ZRUN 7KHUH DUH VHYHUDO ILOPV LQ
0pOLqV¶V RHXYUH ZKLFK IHDWXUH GUHDP VHTXHQFHV DQG WKH QDUUDWLYH FRQVWruction of 
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these plots follow a similar pattern: a man will be seen going to bed and, as he drifts 
asleep, strange occurrences will take place courtesy of a series of trick shots. These 
nightmare apparitions are eventually subsumed and the man may sleep again. In two 
of these dream narratives ± 7KH$VWURQRPHU¶V'UHDP (1898) and 7KH5DMDK¶V'UHDP 
(1900) ± it is significant that within their unconscious states, the sleeping men are 
punished for attempting to seduce the beautiful women which appear before them. 
-XVW OLNH WKH PDLG¶V VWDUWOLQJ ORRN WR WKH FDPHUD LQ After the Ball, these men are 
taught how these illusory bodies are insubstantial and unattainable ± a lesson which 
can be extended metaphorically to apply to cinema itself.  
Yet I think these narratives which depict the subjective experience of dreaming can 
also be read allegorically as the uncanny experience of viewing moving pictures. In 
A Nightmare WKHGUHDPHU¶VERG\LVWUDQVSRUWHGWRDYDULHW\RIVFHQHVILUVWD
castle with a beautiful woman who then transforms into a dancing devil and then into 
a clown. As has been seen throughout the Méliès films analysed, these transient 
bodies often transform at will and without warning ± with or without the authorial 
presence of the magician. Some bodies on-screen may appear realistic ± and it is 
VLJQLILFDQW WKDW LQ WKLV ILOPWKHGUHDPHU¶VERG\UHPDLQVZKROHXQSXQLVKHGDQGQRW
transformed by tricks ± EXW WKHVH µVDIH¶ERGLHV DUH VWLOO H[SRVHG WR LPSRVVLEOH DQG
fantastical surroundings: in A Nightmare the man reaches towards the distant moon 
only for it to suddenly grown in size, anthropomorphised, and bite his arm. In the 
FRQWH[WRI0pOLqV¶VRWKHUZRUNV,VXJJHVWWKDWLQWKLVILOPWKHGUHDPLQJPDQFDQEH
UHDGPHWDSKRULFDOO\DVWKHFLQHPDVSHFWDWRU¶VERG\physically untransformed by the 
events unfolding on screen but startled ± and experiencing the uncanny ± 




between images projected at speed. The subjective nature of cinematic viewing 
parallels well with the subjective theme of this narrative: what we view is in the 
PLQGRI D VOHHSLQJPDQ MXVW DV WKH LOOXVLRQRI WKH ILOP¶VPRYHPHQW LV LQRur own 
PLQG ,QWKLVZD\0pOLqVGUDZVWKHVSHFWDWRU¶VDWWHQWLRQRQFHDJDLQEDFNWRZDUGV
the novel and uncanny nature of this new technology. Importantly, aligning the 
dream-world of the protagonist with the viewing experience of a real audience is not 
to VXJJHVW WKDW WKH RSSRVLWH LV DOVR WUXH WKDW WKH µZDNLQJ¶ DQG µUHDO¶ ZRUOG RI WKH
diegesis ± RURIDQ\µUHDO¶VFHQHGHSLFWHGRQ-screen, as with actualities ± would thus 
be experienced with relief by the viewer and without the uncanny. As the research in 
this chapter has outlined, several of the bodies portrayed within early cinema often 
evoked an uncanny reaction in the viewer by re-emphasising the strange, startling 
SURFHVV RI WKH PRYLQJ SLFWXUH WHFKQRORJ\¶V LOOXVLRQ A Nightmare poignantly 
represents this. At the end of the film the man wakes to find himself back in his 
original surroundings (Figure 13). Expressing his joy at being home, and confirming 
his eyes do not deceive him, the man pats the surrounding walls with relief. Except 
WKLVµUHDOLW\¶LVIDlse and there is an illusion at work still: the artificial and obviously 
painted backdrop accidentally sways beneath his touch. The flimsy movement of this 
µDUWLILFLDOO\DUUDQJHGVFHQH¶0pOLqVDFWVDVDILQDOUHPLQGHUWKDWWKHH\HVGR
deceive: all moving pictures are the experience of an illusion and the uncanny 
mutability of the real human bodies it depicts is never far away.               
In conclusion, this chapter opened outlining the difficulties in analysing this period 
in film history noting KRZ IRU H[DPSOH µHDUO\ FLQHPD¶ UHIHUV WR D ZLGH UDQJH RI
films, audiences and exhibition venues. It was also observed how gauging film 
UHFHSWLRQFDQEHGLIILFXOWDQGWKHHQGXULQJOHJHQGRIWKHµWUDLQHIIHFW¶SRVHVVHYHUDO
challenges in characterising this film response. Without ignoring the specificity of 
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such experiences, this chapter argues that one can characterise the period through the 
observation of trends and historically contextualise the films and the reaction of 
viewers within the traditions of the technological uncanny. The recording and 
presentation of the human body via mechanical means provided early cinema 
viewers with an experience which was both new and novel, but also old and familiar. 
Indeed, if we return to literature this connection between 18th Century contexts, the 
development of cinema and the technological uncanny is emphasised once again 
through the representation of the human body. In 1886 ± approximately a decade 
before the Cinématographe debut ± 9LOOLHUVGH/¶,VOH-Adam published 7RPRUURZ¶V
Eve, an uneasy story about the (fictional) exploits of (the real) Thomas Edison. 
Although the book pre-GDWHV HDUO\ FLQHPDGH /¶,VOH-Adam comments ± through a 
monologue by Edison ± upon the potential of photography to capture and preserve 
life in a manner comparable to the reactions outlined above. This is because, he 
QRWHVRIWKHLQGH[LFDOTXDOLWLHVRIWKHSKRWRJUDSKZKLFKUHWDLQVµDEVROXWHUHDOLW\¶GH
/¶,VOH-$GDP,QWKLVVHQVHGH/¶,VOH-Adam prophesised the nature of the 
uncanny reactions in commentaries on early cinema which involved, of course, the 
ZRUNRIWKHUHDO(GLVRQ0RUHRYHUGH/¶,VOH-$GDP¶VVWRU\GHSLFWV(GLVRQLQYHQWLQJ
mechanical life not through moving pictures but by building an automaton: Edison 
creates the android Hadaly for his friend Lord Ewald when the latter conveys his 
melancholy at being attracted to the body but not the mind of his love interest. 
Hadaly is described in terms which encompass the technological uncanny traditions 
of 18th Century automata and the filmic body in early cinema. Edison writes: 
µ+DGDO\ LV LQ WKH ILUVW SODFH D VXSHUODWLYH PDFKLQH IRU FUHDWLQJ YLVLRQV DOPRVW D
FUHDWXUHLQKHURZQULJKWDVWXQQLQJOLNHQHVV¶&KDSWHUZLOOQRZDGGUHVVKRZ
the properties which evoked the uncanny for early cinema spectators have changed ± 
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or not ± as film moves into the digital age. The technological uncanny once again 
influences this conceptualisation; indeed, Hadaly is emblematic of the 21st Century 
DXWRPDWD ZKLFK LQVSLUHG WKH WKHRU\ RI WKH µXQFDQQ\ YDOOH\¶ D WHUP ZKLFK LV DOVR























  Figure 6 - Uncle Josh at the Moving Picture Show (1902) 








  Figure 9 - The Vanishing Lady (1896)  








  Figure 11 - The Mysterious Knight (1899)  



















From Analogue to Digital: The Re-emergence of the Technological Uncanny 
Fundamental to this thesis is the analogy I identify between two major points in 
cinema history: the technological advancements made during the late 19th Century, 
ZKLFK WRJHWKHU IRUPHG µHDUO\ FLQHPD¶ and the move from celluloid to digital 
EURDGO\ WHUPHG DV WKH µGLJLWDO DJH¶ 8VLQJ WKH WKHRUHWLFDO IUDPHZRUN ± and 
historically pertinent concept ± of the technological uncanny, a comparison of these 
moments reveals a correlation in the ways spectators have responded to important 
changes in the medium: specifically, the use of new technologies in the 
representation of moving bodies on-screen. So far my comparison has considered: 
the history of the uncanny; its intimate relationship with representations of the 
mechanised body; and how this intersects with the reception of early cinema, with 
commentaries from the time utilising uncanny tropes of the double and automata, in 
D WUHQG WKDW , KDYH WHUPHG WKH HPSOR\PHQW RI WKH µODQJXDJH RI WKH XQFDQQ\¶
Filmmakers such as Méliès engaged dialectically with this public conceptualisation 
RI WKH QHZ PRYLQJ LPDJH WHFKQRORJ\ WUDQVODWLQJ WKLV XQFDQQ\ µODQJXDJH¶ LQWo the 
startling representations of the transformative bodies central to his trick film 
productions. It remains to investigate how the uncanny influences and impacts the 
audience reception of contemporary cinematic technologies; specifically, how the 
technological uncanny has re-emerged as an important theoretical tool in evaluating 
commentaries by viewers in response to the increasingly visible digitisation of 
cinema in the late 20th and early 21st Centuries. In order to do this, this chapter will 
consider what major technological changes have taken place which mark digital 
cinema as contrasting (or, indeed, similar) to the practices of a century earlier; what 
are the fundamental differences between digital technologies and their older, 
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analogue forms; how notions of the uncanny are evident in conceptualisations of this 
change; and how the technological uncanny is key to these proceedings as the 
representation of the human body becomes central to these debates.    
This chapter shows how conditions for the technological uncanny re-emerge in the 
digital age of cinema in the 1990s and continue to be relevant in the theorisation of 
cinematic visual effects technologies. Chapter 4 demonstrates how the technological 
uncanny becomes a defining feature in the reception of motion-capture films at the 
beginning of the 21st Century. This chapter outlines the contexts and technological 
innovations which trace the return and growth of the technological uncanny as an 
important concept for evaluating audience reception. I first provide an overview of 
some of the major ways digital technology has impacted filmmaking practices, with 
D SDUWLFXODU HPSKDVLV XSRQ ZKDW , WHUP WKH µGLJLWDO DJH¶ RI WKH V +HUH WKH
TXHVWLRQRIILOP¶VRQWRORJ\± and specifically its capacity to be indexical ± becomes 
a dominant theme for debate. To help illuminate the complexities of this discussion, 
I draw on examples of the early digital and animation work of directors James 
Cameron and Robert Zemeckis: with Who Framed Roger Rabbit? (1988) and Forest 
Gump (1994) directed by Zemeckis, and Titanic (1997) directed by Cameron. With 
their own complex ontological make-up, these films encompass some of the key 
LGHDVRI WKH LQGH[¶V UHQHZHG UHOHYDQFH LQ WKHGLJLWDODJH7KHGHFLVLRQ WRGUDZRQ
examples of specific films by Cameron and Zemeckis is not arbitrary: both directors 
KDUNHQIURPDJHQHUDWLRQRIGLUHFWRUVµREVHVVHGE\SXUHWHFKQLTXHDQGWHFKQRORJ\¶
(Kagan, 2003, 3) and both write, direct and produce some of the highest-grossing 
box-office successes to date28. In both cases, the films in question are blockbusters 
                                                          
28
 To date, Forrest Gump ranks at number 79 out of the 100 films with the highest worldwide box 
office grosses. Titanic is at number 2, only second to CDPHURQ¶V ODWHVW UHOHDVH Avatar (2009) 
(http://www.boxofficemojo.com/alltime/world/). The latter is discussed in Chapter 4.    
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which incorporate ± and are promoted for ± the promise of spectacular visual 
effects29&RPSDULVRQRI=HPHFNLV¶VDQG&DPHURQ¶VZRUNSURYLGHVDJRRGRYHUYLHZ
of the development of digital effects technology in Hollywood, although production 
designer Rick Carter suggests the connection between the two directors is more 
GLUHFW ZLWK D FRPSHWLWLYH HOHPHQW XQGHUSLQQLQJ &DPHURQ¶V DQG =HPHFNLV¶V RZQ
ambitions to be at the forefront of technological innovation. He writes their 
UHODWLRQVKLSLVRQµWKH/HQQRQ-McCartney level. Look how healthy that competition 
ZDVWKHUH¶VDWUHPHQGRXVDZDUHQHVVRIZKDWWKHRWKHULVGRLQJ¶&DUWHU
Given these shared contexts, it is unsurprising that the works of Zemeckis and 
Cameron can be easily compared in terms of visual effects and commercial appeal, 
two traits which are emphasised again in the next chapter.   
The comparison also reveals how the complicated relationship between the digital 
and indexicality is shifted onto another slippage of boundaries: the distinction 
between live-action and animation. In this framing of the debate, the recurring theme 
of visual effects in the representation of the human body, as discussed in my 
investigation into early cinema, materialises again as a central feature. The 
uncanniness of this merging in the motion-capture films Zemeckis and Cameron 
direct later is another topic for discussion in Chapter 4. In this chapter I trace the 
origin of this uncanny by exploring the interactions the new, digital cinematic 
technologies had upon portrayals of the body a decade earlier. The juxtaposition of 
WKHGLUHFWRUV¶ZRUNUHYHDOVKRZWKHERG\LVSODFHGDWWKHIRUHIURQWRIWKHVSHFWDFXODU
use of digital effects, reinforcing this connection on narrative and extra-textual 
                                                          
29
 The success of Titanic, for example, is inextricably linked to its vast special effects and its 
consequently huge budget. AlexanGUD .HOOHU QRWHV WKH OLQN EHWZHHQ WKHVH DVSHFWV DQG WKH ILOP¶V
VXFFHVV µ>,@W PDNHV SOHQW\ RI VHQVH WKDW DIWHU WKH ILUVW ZDYH RI SHRSOH ZHQW WR VHH ZKDW WKH PRVW






As shall be seen, Cameron and Zemeckis present their films as examples of how 
cinema has not altered under the increased use of digital technology and have 
FRPPHQWHG RQ WKH QHHG IRU WHFKQRORJ\ WR EH µKLGGHQ¶ (Cameron, 1997; Zemeckis 
2003). At the same time, both filmmakers use the spectacle of visual effects as a 
central attraction showcasing the potential of new technologies on the screen. I argue 
this complicated conceptualisation responds to a cultural anxiety over where the pro-
filmic body (the body present in front of the camera at the time of principal 
photography) ends, and (digital) animation and visual effects begin. As my 
LQYHVWLJDWLRQVRIDUKDVVKRZQWKLVLVQRWDQHZGHEDWH0pOLqV¶VILOPVGHPRQVWUDWH
how visual effects can draw attention to the indexical, pro-filmic components of 
motion-picture technology, whilst simultaneously undermining them with the 
reminder that all such portrayals are mediated and thus subject to manipulation. Yet 
the uncanny potential of this juxtaposition comes to light again, and this is similarly 
indicated by the language used in critical discourse. I will show how there is a 
resurgence of the language of the uncanny both in academic discourse analysing this 
change, and the use of the word in popular culture, as indicated by the popularisation 
RI WKH WKHRU\ RI WKH µXQFDQQ\ YDOOH\¶ )RU WKH IRUPHU , ZLOO ORRN DW KRZ
representations of the body have found particular resonance with the digital effects 
used in science-fiction, the creation of multiple bodies, and the portrayal of 
transformative individual bodies. I will show how these aspects parallel and engage 
with the theory of the uncanny valley and conclude that this concept ± when applied 
to cinema ± can be better understood as a reincarnation and development of the 
technological uncanny identified in early cinema.  
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The Digital Age  
In Chapter 1, the indexical nature of analogue filmmaking processes was analysed in 
depth through a comparison of the influential works of Bazin and Barthes. Inspired 
by the work of Charles Sander Peirce, both theorists argue for a material trace 
present in photographically-produced images, thereby establishing a unique 
relationship between the subject photographed and the object (image) produced. For 
Barthes this is the photograph itself; for Bazin this argument is extended to cinema. 
It iV WKH PHFKDQLFDO QDWXUH RI ILOP¶V UHSURGXFWLRQ RI SKRWRJUDSKLF LPDJHV WKHQ
which separates this practice of picture production apart, both in theory and 
technique, from other arts. The importance of this idea of the trace in commentaries 
from the 1890s was analysed in Chapter 2; it is the relationship of the new moving 
picture technology to reality which was particularly emphasised by early cinema 
spectators, not least of all to distinguish the animated images from other, similar 
forms of projection ± like the magic lantern ± and the possible applications the 
technology may have for the advancement of science. In this sense there appears to 
be a distinctive link between the idea of the photographic trace and the uncanny, as 
characterised by Mulvey. My own analysis found historical support for these ideas, 
as the reception of early cinema viewers indicates the realistic photographic 
recording and projecting capabilities of the Cinematographe and its contemporary 
equivalents to be a fundamental basis for its attraction to spectators, who often 
PXVHG RYHU WKH PHGLXP¶V DELOLW\ WR SUHVHUYH DQG UH-animate the life it records. 
However one must tread carefully here: as my definition for the technological 
uncanny reveals, this analysis of early cinema reception emphasises a dialectical 
relationship between the screen and viewers. Just as audiences did not (for the most 
SDUWEHOLHYH WKHSURMHFWHG LPDJHV WREH µUHDO¶VR WRRGLG ILOPPDNHUVQRW LQWHQG WR
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fool their spectators or suppress the mediated nature of the projected image. As is 
VHHQWKURXJKP\DQDO\VLVRI0pOLqV¶VZRUNWKHYHULVLPLOLWXGHDQGLQGH[LFDOLW\RIWKH
SKRWRJUDSKLF PRYLQJ SLFWXUH LV QRW WDNHQ WR VLPSO\ HTXDWH µUHDOLW\¶ UDWKHU D
IXQGDPHQWDO SDUW RI WKH WHFKQRORJLFDO XQFDQQ\ LGHQWLILHG LQ 0pOLqV¶V ZRUN and 
viewer responses is a recognition of the slippage which occurs between index and 
LFRQLQ3HLUFH¶VWHUPVSKRWRJUDSKLFUHDOLVPDQGFLQHPDWLFPDQLSXODWLRQ ,W LVIRU
WKHVHUHDVRQV,DUJXHLQOLQHZLWK1LHVVHQ¶VDUJXPHQWWKDWLWLVWKHidea of the index 
which persists which is a more fruitful way of appreciating the nuances of reception 
outlined by my technological uncanny framework.  
:LWK WKH IRXQGDWLRQV RI WKH SKRWRJUDSKLF RQWRORJ\ ILUPO\ HVWDEOLVKHG LQ FLQHPD¶V
history, it is easy to see how the emergence of digital technologies becomes a 
disruptive factor. If cinema is defined (albeit in part) by its physical component ± the 
photochemical reaction of the filmstrip ± then what is cinema in the digital age? Can 
images filmed ± or projected ± digitally be indexical? And how does this confusion 
affect the parameters of the technological uncanny outlined so far, with its links to 
the idea of the index, and is this still applicable in the digital age? To answer these 
questions, it is important to define, VWUDLJKWDZD\ZKDWLVPHDQWE\WKHµGLJLWDODJH¶
and why digital technology is given a particular pedestal in film history as a 
technological innovation impacting the fundamental definitions and practices of 
FLQHPD ,Q VKRUW WKH µGLJLWDO DJH¶ DFNQRZOHGJHs the dominance of digital 
technologies in contemporary, commercial cinema across all areas of production, 
distribution and exhibition. This is not to say that other areas of filmmaking have not 
been affected by digital technological innovations or that analogue forms of film 
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production have ceased entirely305DWKHUP\DWWHQWLRQJLYHQWRWKHLGHDRIDµGLJLWDO
DJH¶LVLQIOXHQFHGE\WZRLPSRUWDQWIDFWRUVWKHLGHQWLILFDWLRQRIWKLVSHULRGE\RWKHU
film historians and theorists as a significant change to the cinematic medium; and, 
most importantly of all for this investigation, the fact that the technological uncanny, 
as I have defined it, finds particular resonance again in this era, in a manner 
comparable to early cinema reception, as analysed in Chapter 2. This is not to say 
that other technological advancements in cinema are not important, or that spectators 
have not responded to these changes as uncanny. The implementation of 
synchronised sound could be an example of such a technological advancement (see 
Spadoni, 2007). And there are other major developments which one could isolate as 
SLYRWDOPRPHQWV LQFLQHPD¶VWHFKQRORJLFDOGHYHORSPHQWSURYLGLQJLQQRYDWLYHQHZ
attractions for spectators, such as Technicolor, widescreen or stereoscopic projection. 
There are even those developments which question the dominance of traditional 
cinematic practices: i.e., the viewing of celluloid film projected in a darkened 
theatre. Most notably, television and home-movie technologies (particularly the 
VCR) have sought to re-define the cinematic experience. However, I will not focus 
on these particular developments in this investigation. Aside from the impossibility 
for a single study to detail, in depth, the wide-ranging impacts of such changes, my 
main reasoning for focusing on digital cinema in mainstream, commercial cinema is 
because I am guided by the idea of the technological uncanny. My attention is 
focused where spectators have commented on the uncanniness of the visual effects 
on display and this coincides with particular representations of the body. As shall be 
seen, discussions provoked by developments in the digital age contextualise and 
elucidate the re-emergence of the technological uncanny.  








LQ  WKDW µ>WKH] computer is now a ubiquitous machine and most areas of the 
FUHDWLYHDQGSHUIRUPLQJDUWVKDYHIDOOHQXQGHULWV LQIOXHQFHLQRQHZD\RUDQRWKHU¶
(1993,  %DNHU DGPLWV LW LV GLIILFXOW WR DVFHUWDLQ SUHFLVHO\ ZKHQ WKLV µLQIOXHQFH¶
took hold, but he cites Alien (1979) as an example of such effects being used within 
WKHILOP¶VQDUUDWLYHUDWKHUWKDQDWLWOHVHTXHQFHDQGTron (1982) as the film which 
showcases the full potential of new computer technologies (33-4). In his more recent 
study, Stephen Prince notes that the ubiquitous nature of such effects is thanks to the 
research conducted within academic and industry computer laboratories in 1960s and 
1970s (Prince, 2012, 12). As such, it would be misleading to suggest the prolific use 
of digital technology seen in contemporary cinema over the last two decades 
suddenly appeared without precedent. As was noted in the last chapter, the 
technology for early cinema was also the product of several years of scientific 
developments and a wide array of entertainment contexts; in much the same way, the 
incorporation of digital technologies into mainstream filmmaking practices has been 
a diverse and heterogeneous transition. But one could postulate that the digital age 
comes to fruition in the 1990s ± LQZKDW0LFKHOOH3LHUVRQFDOOVWKHµZRQGHU\HDUV¶± 
EHFDXVH µ&*, HIIHFWV EHFDPH WKH IRFXV RI LQWHQVH VSHFXODWLRQ QRW RQO\ IRU FLQHPD
DXGLHQFHV EXW DOVR IRU WKH VSHFLDO HIIHFWV LQGXVWU\ LWVHOI¶ 3LHUVRQ  
Forrest Gump and Titanic fall into this category and the impact new effects 
technologies have upon the construction of narrative, spectacle and how the directors 
conceptualise them will be discussed shortly. Nevertheless, if digital effects had been 
used to varying degrees before this period, then this raises the question as to why the 
increased use of the technology in the 1990s should inspire a particular cause for 
concern or debate, particularly when considering other technological innovations 
157 
 
appear to have been more threatening to the cinematic practice of projecting images, 
as noted above. As Christopher Williams states, the key difference is that the earlier 
technologies ± television and the VCR ± do not tackle the very heart of the matter 
which is addressed in several commentaries on the impact of digital on cinematic 
technologies: the question of ontology (Williams, 1996, 7). Put simply, digital is not 
an indexical medium in the Bazinian sense of the term. The question this raises for 
cinema is articulated well by Lev Manovich: 
BuW ZKDW KDSSHQV WR FLQHPD¶V LQGH[LFDO LGHQWLW\ LI LW LV QRZ SRVVLEOH WR
generate photorealistic scenes entirely on a computer using 3-D computer 
animation; modify individual frames or whole scenes with the help of a 
digital paint program; cut, bend, stretch digitized film images into something 
with perfect photographic credibility, even though it was never actually 
filmed? (Manovich, 2001, 295)          
In the wake of the dominance digital technologies have established over more 
traditional forms of visual culture ± particularly analogue cinema and filmmaking ± 
VRPH FRPPHQWDWRUV DVN WKLV TXHVWLRQ PXFK PRUH VXFFLQFWO\ µ,V FLQHPD GHDG"¶
(Bergan, 2007). Any possible answer needs to account for several complexities: it is 
important to understand how digital has XVXUSHG DQDORJXH¶V SRVLWLRQ LQ FLQHPD
0DQRYLFK¶VORQJHUDUWLFXODWLRQRIWKHFUXFLDOTXHVWLRQKHOSVFRQVLGHUDEO\LQGUDZLQJ
RXWVHYHUDOVLJQLILFDQWSRLQWVKHUH7RVSHDNRIµGLJLWDO¶LVQRWWRQHFHVVDULO\UHIHUWR
a single practice but rather several permutations of moving (and still) images created 
utilising such technology. One can film live-action (people before the camera, as one 
would with analogue) but such images ± recorded and stored, as they are, as digital 
code ± can be easily and invisibly modifiHGDV0DQRYLFKSXWV LW µFXW¶ µEHQW¶DQG
µVWUHWFKHG¶ $GGLWLRQDOO\ GLJLWDO HQDEOHV WKH HDV\ V\QWKHVLV EHWZHHQ OLYH-action 
footage and digitally-created, artificial characters, scenes or locations within the 
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same text and with equally photorealistic results. The most recognisable form of this 
would be the popular use of CGI, particularly in Hollywood productions, the 
SUHVHQWDWLRQRIZKLFK3LHUVRQFDOOVµDFLQHPDRILQWHULRUV¶WKHVSHFWDFXODUDQGµVHOI-
conscious showcasing of a new type of effects imagery¶  )XUWKHU DORQJ WKLV
spectrum is the ability to create moving images entirely from digital technology; that 
is, images constructed on the computer which can appear to be photographically 
credible and/or serve the purposes of 3D computer-generated animated films. The 
photorealistic animation of Pixar films and motion-capture technology are good 
examples of this category, and I will explore the distinction between the idea of 
photorealism and animation in Chapter 4. Although one can broadly separate out 
these practices into a scale such as this, it also remains true that digital imaging has 
LQILOWUDWHG DV /LVD 3XUVH QRWHV µDOPRVW HYHU\ DVSHFW RI ILOPPDNLQJ LQFOXGLQJ
sequence pre-visualisation, blue and green screen shooting, face and body capture, 
compositing of image elements and digital rotoscoping, non-linear editing and sound 
PL[LQJ¶ Purse,   $V 0DQRYLFK¶V HDUOLHU UHIHUHQFH WR XVLQJ D FRPSXWHU
LPSOLHV µGLJLWDO¶ DOVR LPSDFWV XSRQ WKH VSHFWDWRU¶V H[SHULHQFH RI PRYLQJ LPDJHV
Traditional cinema ± moving images projected onto a large screen in a darkened 
room ± is just one way, rather than the dominant way, of engaging with images in 
the digital age. Movies are transferred onto DVD or are downloaded and watched on 
ever-changing screen sizes, from television to mobile phones. The digital status of 
ILOPKDV LQ WXUQ UHQGHUHG ILOPVPDOOHDEOHQRWRQO\ IURP WKH ILOPPDNHU¶VSRLQWRI
YLHZEXWDOVRIURPWKHYLHZHU¶VVSHFWDWRUVFDQDQGRIWHQGRSDXVHFRS\UHZLQG
upload clips of films, thereby radically altering the temporality of the viewing 
process also31.  
                                                          
31
 As noted in the Introduction, for the most part I will not be focusing on these particular avenues for 
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The Return of the Index  
This plasticity makes the ontology of digital technology difficult to discern. Does 
digital imagery not have a trace, in which case how does the technological uncanny ± 
which is intimately linked to the idea of the index ± become relevant in the cultural 
reception of cinematic digital technology? To help illuminate these connections, I 
now examine Forrest Gump and Titanic together to demonstrate some of the uses of 
digital technology mentioned above and how these special effects engage with the 
idea of the index outlined thus far. Integral to both films (albeit in slightly different 
forms) is the veracity of the photograph within fiction: how the indexical nature of 
the pro-filmic, and the photographic image, is an integral part of the perceived 
truthful nature of historical events; how CGI and other digital special effects in the 
µGLJLWDO DJH¶ FDQXSKROG DQGXQGHUPLQH WKLV DVVXPSWLRQ LQYDULRXVZD\V DQGKRZ
this is framed within the dialectics of illusionism between the screen and spectator, 
in narratives which seek to synthesise fictional stories with real-life events. As such, 
it is not that Forrest Gump or Titanic seeks to reinstate the index as the defining 
component of moving image technology - for either analogue or digital - as my 
exploration of the index in Chapters 1 and 2 reveals, this would be a difficult 
position to defend. Instead, these films respond to the renewed interest in theories of 
indexicality as a result of the increased ± and visible ± use of digital technology in 
the creation of visual effects. It is for this reason that the focus here is on the use of 
digital technology in the creation of spectacular special effects which are 
                                                                                                                                                                    
exhibition. However, the increased availability of early cinema films because of new technology shall 
be addressed in Chapter 5.  
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diametrically opposed to the supposed idealisation of analogue of the pro-filmic32. 
The two films demonstrate why the idea of the index is so pervasive in the cultural 
reception of film ± even more so as production of popular cinema moved into the 
digital age ± and yet the indexicality of cinema now and in the past evidently 
remains simply that: an idea.   
Forrest Gump and its use of invisible effects help elucidate this position. The film 
tells the story of a man of the same name (played by Tom Hanks) who narrates his 
life to sWUDQJHUVRQDEHQFK*XPS¶VQDUUDWLYHUHYHDOVKRZKHKDVHQJDJHGZLWKDQG
sometimes profoundly affected, key moments in the history of the United States, 
DOEHLWRIWHQXQZLWWLQJO\7R LQFRUSRUDWH)RUUHVW¶V VWRU\ LQWR UHDO-life events, Robert 
=HPHFNLV¶VILOm uses CGI to place Hanks into the frame of stock news footage, most 
memorably when Forrest meets President John F. Kennedy (Figure 14). The use of 
such historical footage evokes several issues related to the index. The footage of 
President Kennedy would have performed, at the time of its making, a direct access 
to events within the White House for television viewers in 1962 (when the footage 
was originally recorded). As the footage has become archived it is now a historical 
document, rather than a contemporaneous event, but the ontological significance of 
the images is the same: this footage is a direct recording of actual events; a 
SKRWRJUDSKLF FDSWXULQJ RI WKH µUHDO¶ ,Q WKLV UHVSHFW WKH .HQQHG\ ILOP SHUIRUPV D
similar function ± and fulfils the same purpose for audiences ± as the McKinley 
footage recorded over sixty years earlier. As explored in the Introduction, a 
                                                          
32
 Rodowick points out that live-action recording with a digital camera is much the same as an 
DQDORJXHRQHµ7RVD\WKDWILOPLVGLVDSSHDULQJPHDQVRQO\WKDWSKRWRFKHPLFDOFHOOXORLGLVVWDUWLQJWR
disappear as the medium for registering, distributing, and presenting images ... [digital cameras] are 
still based on the same optical geometry as traditional cameras and rely on the same historically and 
culturally evolved mathematics of depth and light rendering descended from perspectiva legittima¶
(2007, 10-11). My own analysis therefore does not focus on the simple substitution of analogue 
cameras for digital ones, but rather on the use of digital as a visual effect which, by its nature as a 
spectacular attraction, draws attention to its new and novel ontology.  
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fundamental part of the attraction of these analogue moving images is that the 
Presidential candidate was present at the time of recording; the pro-filmic body is re-
presented to audiences during exhibition. The indexical link between the President 
Kennedy events of 1962 and the filmic representation retained of them is an integral 
SDUWRIWKDWµGLVWLQFWLYHERQGEHWZHHQDSKRWRJUDSKLFLPDJHDQG that of which it is a 
UHFRUG¶1LFKROV,WLVWKLVZKLFKLQIRUPVWKHH[SHFWDWLRQRUSRWHQWLDOIRU
WKHGRFXPHQWDU\ILOPWRUHSUHVHQWHYHQUHIOHFWUHDOLW\DVLWµKROGV¶WKHµH[DFWVKDSHV
and contours, patterns and practices, of the historical world. We expect to apply a 
GLVWLQFW IRUP RI OLWHUDOLVP RU UHDOLVP WR GRFXPHQWDU\¶ 1LFKROV  ,W LV WKLV
expectation that can be applied to the historical footage of President Kennedy and, 
arguably, one can assume spectators literate with the history of the US (and therefore 
familiar with the scenes the footage depicts) engage with the archive film in this 
way. Yet these expectations are subverted in Forest Gump ILUVW E\ WKH IRRWDJH¶V
inclusion in a commercially-produced fiction film ± which thus indicates a re-
framing of real history for the purpose of narrating fictitious events ± and second, by 
digitally altering the original filmic images thereby seriously altering the ontological 
make-XSRIVXFKIRRWDJHDQGLWVUHODWLRQVKLSWRWKHµUHDO¶ 
Tom HaQNV¶V LPDJH LV VXSHULPSRVHG LQWR WKH DUFKLYH IRRWDJH WR DSSHDU DORQJVLGH
President Kennedy, as though he were an original component of the historical 
images. The realistic effect is achieved using digital compositing techniques which 
successfully integrate +DQNV¶V ERG\ VHDPOHVVO\ LQWR WKH IUDPH ± an impressive 
display of technology in itself ± but the illusion extends further: digital effects are 
DOVR XVHG WR PDQLSXODWH .HQQHG\¶V OLS PRYHPHQWV DQG ZLWK DGGLWLRQDO GLDORJXH
provided by an impersonator, the President is made to look as though he is 
conversing with Gump too. As such the assumed veracity of such filmed historical 
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footage, with intimate links to the notion of the index, is made visually questionable 
and, importantly, this undermining is a result of digital technology. Significantly, 
Forrest Gump¶VXVHRIGLJLWDOWHFKQLTXHVWRPDQLSXODWHLPDJHVLQWKLVZD\LVQRWDQ
LVRODWHG LQVWDQFH HPHUJLQJ LQ WKH HDUOLHU ¶V QRU LV WKH SUDFWLFH XQLTXH WR WKH
cinema. Brian Winston notes that in 1993 (one year before Forrest Gump¶VUHOHDVH
µWKHVWDWXVRIWKHSKRWRJUDSKLFLPDJHDVHYLGHQFHZDVEHFRPLQJVRPHZKDWWDWWHUHG¶
ZLWKWKHUHYHODWLRQLQVHYHUDO%ULWLVKDQG86QHZVSDSHUVRIH[WHQVLYHXVHRIµGLJLWDO
LPDJH PDQLSXODWLRQ¶ RQ SKRWRJUDSKV ZKLFK KLGH WKH WUDFH of any technological 
LQWHUYHQWLRQµ$EVROXWHXQGHWHFWDELOLW\IRUWKHILUVWWLPHLVXQGHUPLQLQJWKHPLPHWLF
SRZHURIDOOSKRWRJUDSKLFSURFHVVHV¶:LQVWRQ-6). 
This is not to say that viewers of Forrest Gump will not detect the illusion at work in 
the President Kennedy scene: aside from the physical impossibility of the image 
FOHDUO\ DSSDUHQW WR DOO VSHFWDWRUV IDPLOLDU ZLWK .HQQHG\¶V IRUP WKHUH DUH VHYHUDO
other diegetic and extra-textual markers which signal this (for example the fictional 
narratiYHWKHDSSDUHQWDJHRIWKHIRRWDJHDQG+DQNV¶VVWDUSHUVRQD,QVWHDGLWLVWKH
seamlessness with which the illusion is rendered which evokes a re-evaluation of the 
SKRWRJUDSKLFLPDJHLWVVXSSRVHGLQGH[LFDOQDWXUHDQGUHODWLRQVKLSWRWKHµUHDO¶$V
NortK ZULWHV µ>5@DWKHU WKDQ SHUQLFLRXVO\ VHHNLQJ WR E\SDVV WKH VSHFWDWRU¶V FULWLFDO
faculties with its immaculate illusory credentials, Forrest Gump seeks to subvert the 
LQWHJULW\ RI SKRWRJUDSKLF KLVWRU\ E\ VKRZLQJ XS LWV YHU\ SOLDELOLW\¶ North, 2008, 
142). Importantly it is the use of digital effects which, in this instance, are the cause 
RIVXFKDVXEYHUVLRQDQGWKLVKDVLPSOLFDWLRQVIRUERWKWKHVSHFWDWRU¶VH[SHULHQFHRI
VXFK LPDJHV DQG WKH FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQ RI WKH PHGLXP IRU WKHRULVWV µ7KH UHVXOWLQJ
image [of Forest Gump¶V.HQQHG\ VFHQH@ LV SHUFHSWXDOO\ UHDOLVWLFEXW UHIHUHQWLDOO\
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XQUHDO DSDUDGR[ WKDWSUHVHQW ILOP WKHRU\KDV D KDUG WLPHDFFRXQWLQJ IRU¶ 3ULQFH
1996, 34).  
Significantly, the President Kennedy scene is not the only instance of digital special 
effects used in the film. Other instances include similar manipulations of archive 
footage (as when Forest Gump meets other historical figures such as John Lennon) 
and other more subtle effects: computer generated extras for large crowd scenes and 
a GLJLWDOO\ UHQGHUHG SLQJ SRQJ EDOO ZKLFK ZDV µDQLPDWHG RQ WKH FRPSXWHU IURP D
GLJLWDOO\ VFDQQHG SKRWRJUDSKLF PRGHO¶ 3ULQFH  $V WKHVH ODVW WZR H[DPSOHV
indicate, the presence of digital technology is not always overtly visible which in 
many ways speaks to the unease some writers have expressed towards the disruptive 
potential of the digital in traditional conceptions of analogue media as indexical. The 
notion that such a disruption may pass the viewer by unnoticed is a particular worry 
for some: Wheeler Winston Dixon calls Forest Gump µGLVWXUELQJ¶ LQ WKH ZD\ LW
DSSHDUVµDWILUVWJODQFH± >QRW@WRFRQWDLQDQ\HIIHFWVDWDOO¶Dixon, 1995). Arguably 
WKLV µXQGHWHFWDELOLW\¶ 'L[RQ LV HSLWRPLVHG ZLWK WKH GLJLWDO HIIHFW XVHG WR UHPRYH
DFWRU*DU\6LQLVH¶VOHJV after his character Lieutenant Dan Taylor loses the limbs in 
an explosion whilst fighting in the Vietnam War. The effect, which was created by 
*HRUJH/XFDV¶VSHFLDOHIIHFWVFRPSDQ\,QGXVWULDO/LJKWDQG0DJLFSURYLGHGDQHZ
level of verisimilitude to the LOOXVLRQ VSDUNLQJ GHEDWHV DV WR ZKHWKHU 6LQLVH¶V
appearance was only an effect.33 =HPHFNLV¶V FRPPHQWDU\RQKLV RZQ ILOPDGGV WR
the controversy over how spectators engage with such visual effects ± and whether 
they should notice the presence of digital effects at all. He notes that the illusion of 
                                                          
33
 Fans of the film reportedly enquired whether Gary Sinise was an actual amputee which is reflected 
RQWKHDFWRU¶VZHEVLWHZKLFKIHDWXUHVWKHSDJHµ)RUUHVW*XPS¶V6SHFLDO(IIHFWVRUµ'RHV*DU\KDYH
OHJV"¶¶KWWSVLnisefans.org/gump/gumpfx.html) The reaction is parodied on the social entertainment 
ZHEVLWH 5HGGLW ZKLFK DVNV µ+RZ GLG *DU\ 6LQLVH
V OHJV JURZ EDFN DIWHU ILOPLQJ )RUUHVW *XPS"¶
(http://www.reddit.com/r/shittyaskscience/comments/192hyh/how_did_gary_sinises_legs_grow_back
_after_filming/)      
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6LQLVH¶V LQMXU\ ZDV QRW all digitally achieved but he stops short of revealing the 
SUHFLVHGHWDLOVVD\LQJµ<RX¶YHJRWWRNHHSHYHU\ERG\JXHVVLQJ¶+HFRQWLQXHVµ:H
[the production team on Forest Gump@ GLGQ¶W GR RXU HIIHFWV IRU VSHFWDFOH WKH\¶UH
VSHFWDFXODULQWKHLUVXEWOHW\¶=HPHFNLV-2).       
The use of digital technology in Titanic is, on the surface at least, quite different. The 
ILOPLVDERXWWKHIDPRXVVKLS¶VIDWHIXOPDLGHQYR\DJHDVWROGWKURXJh the lens of a 
class-crossing love story. The scale and ambition of the film¶V KLVWRULFDO
reconstruction is markedly larger in comparison to Forrest Gump and this is made 
H[SOLFLW E\ WKH ILOP¶V H[WHQVLYH XVH RI YLVXDO HIIHFWV ,Q WKLV UHVSHFW Titanic quite 
FRQVFLRXVO\ GUDZV WKH VSHFWDWRU¶V DWWHQWLRQ WR WKH SURFHVVHV RI LWV RZQ LOOXVLRQLVP
ZKLFK IRUPV DQ LQWHJUDO SDUW RI WKH ILOP¶V DWWUDFWLRQ LQ PXFK WKH VDPH ZD\ WKH
digital functions in the case studies I shall discuss in the next chapter; these effects 
aUHQRWµKLGGHQ¶<HWWKHVHYHUDOOD\HUVRIHIIHFWVDWZRUNLQTitanic provoke a similar 
discussion to that posed by Forrest Gump regarding the status of the photographic 
image in the digital age, which feeds into notions of the indexical. In some ways 
Titanic¶V XVH RI GLJLWDO VSHFLDO HIIHFWV LV GLUHFWO\ FRPSDUDEOH WR WKRVHSUHVHQWHG LQ
Forrest Gump: for example, digital technologies were used to create some 
backgrounds and sizable crowds, with many extras being motion-captured to aid 
with the creation of their digital doppelgängers (the details of this process are 
discussed in the following chapter). Titanic is also similar in the way that it seeks to 
re-frame real-OLIH KLVWRULFDO HYHQWV ZLWKLQ D ILFWLRQDO QDUUDWLYH %XW LW LV WKH ILOP¶V
unique combination of real footage, digital effects and storytelling which illuminates 
the slippage between indexicality, realism and the pro-filmic (whether this is 
FDSWXUHGGLJLWDOO\RULQDQDORJXHIRUPDWVRUQRW&DPHURQFDSLWDOLVHVXSRQ7LWDQLF¶V
LHWKHUHDOVKLS¶Vprominent position in 20th Century history and thus extra-textual 
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information becomes another important element in the experience and interpretation 
RI WKH ILOP¶V QDUUDWLYH DOWKRXJK &DPHURQ¶V RZQ FRPPHQWDU\ FRPSOLFDWHV WKLV
relationship.   
What makes Titanic such a remarkable case is that the film project did not begin 
with plans to digitally re-create the recognisable ship but with actual footage of the 
real ship wreck. As director James Cameron notes:  
At some point it occurred to me, like a jolt ... the Titanic is not a myth. Not 
only did it exist ... it still exists. She sits now on the seabed, two-and-a-half 
miles below where she hit the iceberg all those years ago. And if you are 
enterprising enough, you can go there and see it. And film it. From the 
moment I had this thought, I knew not only that I must make this film, but 
that in making it I had to film the real ship ... (Cameron, 1997, viii).     
Cameron successfully filmed the real Titanic wreck in a Deep Dive expedition 
consisting of several scientists, engineers and technicians and an array of vehicles 
(such as the submersibles named Mir 1 and 2). The equipment used needed to be 
able to function at such depths and this included the first camera able to do so 
outside of the submersibles. The footage taken not only provided the basis for the 
visualisation of the special effects in the film: these real images are also incorporated 
into the finished product. As such Titanic, like Forest Gump, incorporates 
historically-UHOHYDQW DQG µUHDO¶ LPDJHV LQWR WKe construction of a fictional narrative 
but, whereas the Gump footage uses manipulated archive footage as one of several 
elements in a multi-faceted story, Titanic uses real footage which Cameron has 
filmed of a historical site in order to build a fiction around the images. Forrest Gump 
re-constitutes historical images in the service of a larger narrative but Titanic 
establishes a narrative in order to bring to life a real-life past event, closely informed 
by the real images taken by the Deep Dive crew. The language Cameron uses to 
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discuss this complex relationship between the real images of the Titanic wreck and 
their incorporation into his fictional film is revealing:  
Integrated into the fabric of the film, these video images possess an 
undeniable emotional power because of the fact that they are real, focusing 
our minds like a lens through the ravages of time. Everything else we 
subsequently created for the film had to live up to that level of reality. 
(Cameron, xii)   
Cameron explicitly identifies the footage of the wreckage as automatically powerful 
DQGSRLJQDQWEHFDXVHLWLVµUHDO¶7KLVHFKRHVWKHDVVHUWLRQVSXWIRUZDUGE\1LFKROV
and Dixon regarding the documentary film and how the idea of the index permeates 
popular conceptions of how film relates to what it records. In a similar fashion to 
Bazin, Cameron identifies the importance of the pro-filmic event: i.e., the wreck was 
in front of his lens at the time of its recording. Inextricably linked to this is the idea 
of the index: the images we see of thHZUHFNKDYHµHPRWLRQDOSRZHU¶EHFDXVH WKLV
pro-filmic, photography-based process retains a special physical link to the pictures 
UHFRUGHG7KLV LVZKDW PDNHV WKRVH LPDJHV XQTXHVWLRQDEO\ µUHDO¶7KLV SRVLWLRQLQJ
stands in stark contrast to the special effects of the film, including the extensive use 
of computer-generated imagery either in the construction of the ship or in the 
compositing of shots in post-production (adding details to models built for on-set 
filming). As such the ontology of these images is entirely different, completely 
fabricated, as they were constructed from numerical code to create a copy or 
simulation of the ship. One would think that the close juxtaposition of these forms of 
filmmaking would be jarring for the viewer but Titanic actively draws attention to 
these disparate images and, in a rather convoluted manner, the two processes actually 
help to enhance the verisimilitude of the film.  
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This first point ± how the film draws attention to its use of these digital special 
effects ± is marked on numerous occasions by editing transitions which move from 
WKH µUHDO¶ IRRWDJH LQWR WKH ILFWLRQDO QDUUDWLYH DQG GLJLWDO FRPSRVLWLRQV DQG EDFN
again. For example, in the scene when Jack and Rose, the lovers, embrace on the 
bow of the ship, their image slowly fades as the ship deteriorates around them 
(Figure 15). The dissolve comes to an end on the image of the actual wreck of the 
7LWDQLF ILOPHG RQ &DPHURQ¶V H[SHGLWLRQ ,Q WKLV VHTXHQFH &DPHURQ QRW RQO\
emphasises the distinct and contrasting nature RIKLVILOP¶VLPDJHU\± the real and the 
fabricated ± but explicitly draws attention to the processes of the film attempting to 
synthesise these two elements. Viewers are encouraged to engage with the dialogue 
between illusion and real-life at work here, which is emphasised further by the fact 
the shot then pulls back to reveal the real footage is being watched on a monitor by 
the fictional character of the old Rose. The act of looking ± and contemplating ± this 
real footage is dramatized and visually preseQWLQWKHILOP¶VGLHJHVLVWRR34    
The ability of the film to present such images ± to merge the photographically real 
with the digitally fabricated ± LVDQLQWHJUDOSDUWRIWKHILOP¶VVSHFWDFOHDQGWKHUHIRUH
LWVDWWUDFWLRQLQ*XQQLQJ¶VVHQVHRIWKHZRUG. Yet rather than reducing the impact of 
the digitally-constructed scenes by reminding the spectator such images are 
UHVRQDQWO\QRW UHDO DQG WKHUHIRUHE\ UHYHUVLQJ&DPHURQ¶V ORJLF OHVV µHPRWLRQDOO\ 
SRZHUIXO¶ WKHUHDO IRRWDJHRI WKHZUHFNKHOSV WRYDOLdate the verisimilitude of the 
digital simulation. Spectators are to marvel at the realistic illusion of the digital 
7LWDQLF7KHXVHRIWKHZRUGµLOOXVLRQ¶LVLPSRUWDQWKHUHDVWKHZRUNRI*XQQLQJDQG
North has revealed, the idea of an indexical cinema is not to be conflated with the 
                                                          
34
 Perhaps a new level (and a renewed interest) has been added to the way in which the film draws 
attention to its special effects and the act of looking with its recent conversion to 3D. This 3D version 
of the film was released in cinemas in 2012 to coincide wiWKWKHFHQWHQDU\RI7LWDQLF¶VGHPLVH 
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LGHDRIµIRROLQJ¶DQ\YLHZHU into thinking the images onscreen are occurring in real-
time (as discussed with early cinema) or that the special effect is interpreted as 
anything other than an effect (as worries about the digital, like Dixon¶VDQG1LFKRO¶V
often contend). Indeed, extra-textual details concerning the production of the film 
were used in the promotion of Titanic (which emphasised how Cameron had filmed 
the real wreck) and the likely familiarity of viewers with the historical event ensures 
that spectators are always consciously aware of the digital illusion on display in the 
film. Juxtaposing this illusion with the footage of the real wreck, as the Jack and 
Rose embrace scene does, instead permits a direct comparison of the two which 
emphasises the success of the digital imagery: viewers can discern for themselves 
how well the effects capture the dimensions and look of the original ship.  
The likely knowledge spectators would possess of the historical event helps to 
emphasise this evaluative quality to the film further: most viewers would know what 
the original Titanic looked like, enabled by either historical documents or previous 
documentary and fiction films35. As such, the digitally composed image of the ship 
in Titanic also needs to correspond to previous knowledge and expectations of what 
it should look like. Interestingly, whilst the film is successful in this respect, this 
does not seem to be a primary concern to Cameron. He writes that part of the 
purpose of capturing and including real footage of the wreck into the film is to give 
Titanic an unprecedented relationship ± and physical link ± to the real historical 
IDFWVµ>1ot] only is history a responsibility, it is also a challenge .... the challenge of 
sorting RXW IDFW IURP PLVLQIRUPDWLRQ PLVSHUFHSWLRQ DQG GRZQULJKW O\LQJ¶ [LLL
(OVHZKHUH&DPHURQLQVLVWVµ0\JRDOZDVDOZD\VWRFDSWXUHWKHVSLULWRIWKHTitanic¶
                                                          
35
 It is noteworthy that the original ship was a symbol of advanced technological developments and 
dissemination of its image and tragic end were aided by other distinctly modern technologies and 




the actual ship wreck correlates well with the Bazinian notion of realism: film has 
the ability to capture this reality ± WKHVKLS¶VµVSLULW¶± and this relationship is forged 
on the idea of the index.  
&DPHURQ¶VXVHRIGLJLWDOWHFKQRORJLHVWRUH-create the famous ship within a fictional 
narrative does not appear to undermine this cause but, in an unexpected manner, 
actually appears to be enhanced by it. In the footage of the real wreck there appear to 
EHWZROHYHOVRIDµWUDFH¶DWZRUNWKHSKRWRJUDSKLFLPDJHVRIWKHfilm acts as a trace 
or index of the wreck (as Bazin and Barthes would argue) and the wreck itself is now 
the only remaining trace of the original ship; an impression or shadow of its original 
self which testifies to the existence of the real ship. The combination of these facets 
as they are composited with the computed-generated reconstruction acts as a form of 
indexical trace for the digital imagery too, establishing a third level to the veracity of 
the image. The real wreck acts as evidence of the digital imDJHU\¶V UHDOLVWLFQDWXUH
and how the verisimilitude of the ship would be impossible without such technology. 
Significantly, the digital illusionism of the Titanic presented in the film is always 
closely aligned ± visually, stylistically and narratively ± with the presence of the real 
footage of the real wreck which indicates, as Barthes postulated with the photograph, 
KRZWKHµUHIHUHQWDGKHUHV¶%DUWKHV0, 5-6). Indeed the digital special effects of 
the film enable the aesthetic representation of the element Barthes found most 
XQFDQQ\DERXWWKHSKRWRJUDSKLFLPDJHµWKHUHWXUQRIWKHGHDG¶ (Barthes, 1980, 9).  
The Uncanny and the Pro-filmic  
Both Forrest Gump and Titanic engage with the exploration of the index in cinema 
in the digital age in a variety of ways. Together both films are representative of the 
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increased use of digital technologies in the construction (and manipulation) of filmic 
images emerging in the 1990s ± WKHµZRQGHU\HDUV¶LQ3LHUVRQ¶VWHUPV± on a broad 
scale: from the subtle digital manipulation of previously filmed footage to the 
complete construction of computer-generated imagery. As the analysis of both films 
reveal, they uphold the Bazinian notion of the index in some respects, whilst 
undermining it in others, or offering alternative visions of this altogether, as with 
Titanic¶VLPSOLFDWLRQWKDWGLJLWDOLPDJHU\FDQEHLQIXVHGZLWKDIRUPRIµWUDFH¶WRR
The films demonstrate the complexity of the index in the digital age: they do not 
simply say the digital is not indexical or that the index never existed. Rather, they 
SUHVHQWDFRPSOLFDWHGGLDORJXHEHWZHHQVFUHHQVSHFWDWRUDQGFLQHPD¶VRQWRORJ\LQD
cinema that increasingly utilises both overt and subtle digital effects.  
One could postulate that it is readily apparent why the notions of the uncanny 
EHFRPH LPSRUWDQW DJDLQ IRU FLQHPD LQ WKH GLJLWDO DJH 7KH PRYLQJ LPDJH¶V
relationship to the index, as portrayed on the narrative and aesthetic levels in Forrest 
Gump and Titanic, appears to have become quite unheimlich: the digital image has 
injected further doubt and uncertainty into the veracity and conceptualisation of the 
SKRWRJUDSKLF LPDJH PDNLQJ WKH ODWWHU¶V WHFKQRORJLFDO IDPLOLDULW\ VXGGHQO\ VHHP
strange and unhomely. As Barthes postulates about the photograph, despite differing 
styles of presentation (as influenced by the choices made by the photographer), one 
can be certain that the subject photographed actually existed (Barthes, 1980). This is, 
DIWHU DOO DW WKH FRUH RI WKH SKRWRJUDSK¶V DQG ODWHU DQDORJXH FLQHPD¶V SULYLOHJHG
relationship to the real. Digital removes this certainty: if images can be partly or 
HYHQ HQWLUHO\ FRQVWUXFWHG IURP µQRWKLQJ¶ ± binary codes and numbers ± but 
PDVTXHUDGHDVDSKRWRJUDSKKRZFDQRQHGLVFHUQZKDWLVµUHDO¶DFWXDOO\H[LVWHGLQ
front of the caPHUDDQGµIDNH¶FUHDWHGRQDFRPSXWHU"7KHDERYHVHHPV WRKDYH
171 
 
been the intention of directors like Zemeckis, who comments how the digital 
PDQLSXODWLRQRIWKHLPDJHLQKLVZRUNVKRXOGµNHHSHYHU\ERG\JXHVVLQJ¶DVTXRWHG
earlier. There is an affinity heUHZLWKWKHXQHDVH2O\PSLD¶VWUXHLGHQWLW\SURYRNHVLQ
The Sandman: if machines can successfully masquerade as human at social events 
and even inspire the infatuation of another person, how does one identify the real 
from the simulacra? The apparent loss of indexicality in the digital image appears to 
translate as an anxiety concerning the life-source of an animate being: is this 
representation the result of pro-filmic and (in the case of human bodies) organic 
matter, or is it an illusion of machinery/digital code? The combining of live-action 
(existing entities or pro-filmic objects) with digitally-created scenes (artificial 
creations) injects a sense of uncertainty into the movie-watching process for the 
spectator. As Manovich states, one may not be able to distinguish between what is 
µUHDO¶DQGZKDW LVQRW0DQRYLFK7KLVUHWXUQVXVWR WKHLGHDRIµLQWHOOHFWXDO
XQFHUWDLQW\¶ DV GHVFULEHG E\ -HQWVFK -HQWVFK  -XVW DV -HQWVFK GHILQHV WKLV
concept of the uncanny to be a pensive experience evaluating the boundaries 
between two factors, particularly the inanimate and the animate, the experience of 
digital could be uncanny in much the same way: we, too, are uncertain what is truly 
µDQLPDWH¶UHDODQGQRW 
The evidence of this uncanniness once again resides in the language used in 
discourses on the films. Years later, after the release of Titanic, Cameron claims that, 
LQ WKHGLJLWDODJH µLW¶VDOOPHDQLQJOHVVQRZ¶ -DPHV&ODUNH H[SODLQV WKDW µ>Whe] µLW¶
that Cameron refers to was the established trust that filmmakers and audiences had 
in the reciprocity between realism (and its claim to truth) and photography, both still 
DQG PRYLQJ¶ &ODUNH   (YHQ WKRXJK RQH FRXOG LQWHUSUHW Titanic¶V XVH RI
digital visual effects as a refashioning of cinematic indexicality so that the digital 
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LPDJH FDQ EHFRPH LQIXVHG ZLWK D µWUDFH¶ YLD SUR-filmic photography (as with the 
integration of the digital ship with footage of the original wreck), Cameron implies 
that a hierarchy of effects remains: analogue technology remains the truth-bearing 
medium which digital technology can only imitate ± merging the two in the quest for 
µUHDOLVP¶± or undermine. Some film theorists reflect this rhetoric in their argument 
for how digital has radically altered the definition of cinema. David Rodowick, 
whilst acknowledging how digital films still look much the same as their analogue 
forbearers, writes that the breadth of impact digital has had upon several avenues of 
ILOPSURGXFWLRQGLVWULEXWLRQDQGH[KLELWLRQUHTXLUHVXV WRDVNµQRt whether cinema 
ZLOOGLHEXWUDWKHUMXVWKRZORQJDJRLWFHDVHGWREH¶Rodowick, 2007, 26). Steven 
Shaviro addresses this question with an equally provocative answer, arguing that we 
DUH QRZ H[LVWLQJ LQ D VWDWH RI µSRVW-FLQHPDWLF DIIHFW¶ 6KDYLUR ZULWHV that digital 
WHFKQRORJLHV DUH RIIHULQJ µUDGLFDOO\ QHZ ZD\V RI PDQXIDFWXULQJ DQG DUWLFXODWLQJ
OLYHG H[SHULHQFH¶ WR WKH H[WHQW WKDW ZH VKRXOG VSHDN QRW RI ILOP EXW RI media 
products (Shaviro, 2010, 2). Shaviro argues for a decisive break occurring between 
the old and new forms of making, distributing and experiencing moving images with 
µGHYHORSPHQWVWKDWDUHVRQHZDQGXQIDPLOLDUWKDWZHVFDUFHO\KDYHWKHYRFDEXODU\
WR GHVFULEH WKHP¶  6KDYLUR¶V VHQWLPHQWV DUH UHPLQLVFHQW RI WKH FRPPHQWDULHV
written in the late 19th Century, analysed in Chapter 2. Yet, in much the same way 
these early cinema spectators employed uncanny tropes in their evaluation of the 
new moving picture technology, so, too, does Shaviro find the words to encapsulate 
this change; words which are tellingly interwoven with the notion of the index and 
WKHXQFDQQLQHVVRISLFWRULDOUHSURGXFWLRQ+HZULWHVµ7KHDQDORJFLQHPDWLFLPDJHLV
indexical, in the well-known sense defined by Andre Bazin; but the digital image is 
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not. Where the cinematic iPDJHLVDFRS\WKHGLJLWDOLPDJHLVUDWKHUDVLPXODFUXP¶
(172-3).   
,Q 6KDYLUR¶V YLHZ WKH GLJLWDO LPDJH LV D QHZ NLQG RI GRXEOH FRPSOLFDWLQJ WKH
distinction between reality and its trace, the icon or representation and the index. But 
how does such a techQRORJLFDOFKDQJHEHFRPHXQFDQQ\")ROORZLQJ6KDYLUR¶VORJLF
theoretically the uncanny should not occur. In his evocative formulation the digital 
LPDJHLVDQXQNQRZQLPSRVWHUDV)UHXG¶VH[SORUDWLRQRIWKHXQFDQQ\DQGP\RZQ
historical contextualisation of the concept reveals, the uncanny occurs as a result of 
the strangely familiar 0DQRYLFK¶V FRPPHQWDU\ RQ FLQHPD¶V PRYH LQWR WKH GLJLWDO
DJH RIIHUV D UDGLFDO VROXWLRQ IRU GHPRQVWUDWLQJ KRZ VXFK µQHZ PHGLD¶ 0DQRYLFK
uses the same terminology as Shaviro) actually signals a reversion of cinema back to 
earlier forms of representation, and thus the return of the familiar. In another use of 
language as the key metaphor signalling the increased use of digital, Manovich 
DUJXHV µ:H QR ORQJHU WKLQN RI WKH KLVWRU\ RI cinema as a linear march toward a 
VLQJOHSRVVLEOHODQJXDJH¶7KHµODQJXDJH¶RIGLJLWDOWKHUHIRUH LVMXVWRQH
amongst many in the developments occurring throughout cinematic history. 
0DQRYLFK¶V GHILQLWLRQ RI µQHZ PHGLD¶ LQFRUSRUDWHV WKRVH GHYHORpments and 
innovations which revolutionise communication and its channels. The 14th Century 
printing press and 19th Century photography can, respectively, be viewed as previous 
IRUPVRIµQHZPHGLD¶ (19). In this way, the digital is just another development in the 
progression of technology which began over seven hundred years ago ± digital, then, 
is not the special and disruptive element often characterised. However this is not to 
lessen the significance of computer technology in our interaction with the world: 
µ7KLVQHZUHYROXWLRQLVDUJXDEO\PRUHSURIRXQGWKDQWKHSUHYLRXVRQHVDQGZHDUH
just beginning to register its initial effects ... the computer media revolution affects 
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all stages of communication, including acquisition, manipulation, storage, and 
distribution; it also affects all types of media ± texts, still images, moving images, 
VRXQGDQGVSDWLDOFRQVWUXFWLRQV¶ 
9LWDOO\IRU0DQRYLFKWKLVQHZWHFKQRORJ\DIIHFWVµDOOVWDJHVRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQ¶RI
which cinema is just one. Again this portrayal of digital seeks to contextualise 
FLQHPDLQWRWKHODUJHUODQGVFDSHRIµQHZPHGLD¶EXWWKLVLVQRWWRVD\0DQRYLFKGRHV
not consider the specific effects digital technology has had (and is having) upon the 
tradition of cinema. Cinema has certainly evolved and mutated over the past few 
decades but this change actually signals the transformation of cinema back into 
earlier visual forms, rather than becoming an entirely new one. This form returns 
cinema to those practices used before the dawn of the photography-based cinema, to 
those art-IRUPV LGHQWLILHG E\ %D]LQ PRVW QRWDEO\ SDLQWLQJ µ WKH PDQXDO
construction of images in digital cinema represents a return to the pro-cinematic 
practices of the nineteenth century, when images were hand-painted and hand-
animaWHG¶7DNLQJWKLVDUJXPHQWIXUWKHU0DQRYLFKFRQFOXGHVµFLQHPDFDQQR
longer be clearly distinguished from animation. It is no longer an indexical media 
WHFKQRORJ\EXWUDWKHUDVXEJHQUHRISDLQWLQJ¶:LWKWKHSURSRVDOWKDWKLVWRU\
is, in a wD\UHSHDWLQJLWVHOIWKHVXJJHVWHGQHZQHVVRIµQHZPHGLD¶LVQRWQHZDWDOO
EXWUDWKHUROGHUWKDQFLQHPDLWVHOI7KHUHIRUHLWLVWKHSKRWRJUDSK¶VRQWRORJ\ZKLFKLV
the anomaly here, briefly intersecting in the tradition of visual arts whereby the 
artist/painter/animator was central and the verisimilitude of the image was not a 
primary goal. 
In this way, digital technology can be considered uncanny because it signals the 
UHWXUQRIµZKDWZDVRQFHZHOONQRZQDQGKDVORQJEHHQIDPLOLDU¶)UHXG
the return of cinema to the moving picture traditions of animation. Another link to 
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early cinema can be made here: my exploration in Chapters 1 and 2 into the disparate 
technologies which influenced and informed the establishment of cinema in the late 
19th Century reveals the comparisons commentators made in reaction to the moving 
photographs, with many likening inventions like the Cinematographe to the magic 
lantern. However, these writings on early cinema also isolate the new realism of 
such images as a key FRPSRQHQW LQ WKH WHFKQRORJ\¶V DWWUDFWLRQ DQG WKH FRPSOH[
relationship of the index with photography forms the basis, I argue, for how early 
cinema was experienced as uncanny. As such, the notion of verisimilitude and, 
specifically, photographic realism, is still a significant factor: as will become integral 
WR P\ H[SORUDWLRQ RI WKH GLJLWDO WKH QHZ WHFKQRORJ\¶V FRQVFLRXV DWWHPSWV DW
DSSHDULQJ µUHDO¶ DUH D FRPPRQ WKHPH ZKHUHE\ WKH RQWRORJ\ RI WKH SKRWRJUDSK
EHFRPHV WKH µEHQFKPDUN¶ 7KHUHIRUH ZKLOVW WKH FUHative nature of digital may be 
FRPSDUDEOH WR WKHDUWLVWLFFRQFHUQVRI WKRVHRSHUDWLQJ LQFLQHPD¶VSUHFHGLQJ\HDUV
the undeniable place that the photographic tradition has occupied for the last one 
hundred and fifty years should not be forgotten. The use of archive footage in 
Forrest Gump analysed earlier is a visual reminder of this.   
Live-Action or Animation? 
Manovich is not the only writer to characterise films made in the digital age as a 
IRUP RI DQLPDWLRQ 'XGOH\ $QGUHZ PXVHV KRZ EORFNEXVWHUV¶ XVH RI digital visual 
HIIHFWVPDUNWKHPDVDµFLQHPDRIPDQLSXODWLRQ¶ZKLFKµGHVHUYHWREHFODVVLILHGDV
µDQLPDWHGPRYLHV¶¶Andrew, 2010, 42--+REHUPDQDJUHHVµ:LWKWKHDGYHQWRI
CGI, the history of motion pictures was now, in effect, the history of animaWLRQ¶
(Hoberman, 2012, 5). To portray the use of digital technology as evocative of the 
traditions of animation is another way to characterise the unease felt by 
FRPPHQWDWRUV LQ UHODWLRQ WRFLQHPD¶V LQFUHDVLQJO\GLJLWDO LGHQWLW\7KLV VOLSSDJHRI
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distinctions between what is live-action and animation points to another way in 
which cinema in the digital age provokes notions of the index and can become 
uncanny. Looking back to another special-effects driven feature of Zemeckis, but 
this time with the focus on animation, helps to illuminate why. On the eve of the 
digital age of the 1990s, Zemeckis directed Who Framed Roger Rabbit? (1988), 
ZKLFKWHOOVWKHVWRU\RIKRZDFHOHEULW\µ7RRQ¶UDEELW5RJHUEHFRPHVWKHXQZLWWLQJ
suspect in a murder investigation. The ILOP¶VGLHJHVLVIHDWXUHVWZRGLVSDUDWHUHDOPV
the everyday (and live-DFWLRQ +ROO\ZRRG DQG µ7RRQ 7RZQ¶ D FDUWRRQ ZRUOG RI
animated characters. The film combines live-action and traditional-looking cell 
animation within the same frame as the pro-filmic actors interact with the cartoon 
characters and locales. Who Framed Roger Rabbit? combines the techniques of live-
action and animation but, importantly, the film keeps these two image-making 
processes as distinct and separate entities within the diegesis, and this was mirrored 
LQ WKH ILOP¶V SURGXFWLRQ 7KH OLYH-action portions of Roger Rabbit were filmed as 
normal and thus are reflective of the pro-filmic and photography-based image 
recording which could be identified as indexical. Props or stand-ins were used on-set 
for the cartoon characters to help guide the performance of actors. The animated 
portions of the film, however, were created and then composited by hand with the 
live-action footage in post-production. As such the cartoon characters remain 
segregated from the pro-filmic actors at the level of production and in theoretical 
debate: this animation is a non-photographic process and therefore not indexical. As 
Paul Wells and Johnny Hardstaff write in their account of animation:  
µ&RQVWDQWO\DZDUHRILWs own high artifice and illusionism, and the overt presence of 
an author always configured in the self-conscious nature of the image-making, 
animation has insisted upon its distinctiveness and potential difference, if not 
VXEYHUVLYHQHVVDVDIRUP¶:HOOVDnd Hardstaff, 2008, 25).    
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In a manner comparable to the spectacle of seeing Tom Hanks speak with President 
Kennedy in Forest Gump, the impressive illusion of pro-filmic actors interacting 
with cartoon characters in Roger Rabbit is an integral part of the ILOP¶V VSHFLDO
HIIHFWVDQGLWVDWWUDFWLRQIRUVSHFWDWRUV<HWWKHWZRILOPV¶FRPSDUDEOHVSHFLDOHIIHFWV
have slightly different results and implications for the viewing experience of the 
spectator. The impossible conversation between Hanks and the deceased President in 
Forrest Gump is presented with an important degree of verisimilitude. Whilst 
obviously an illusion, the sight of these two bodies conversing in the same frame is 
authenticated on an aesthetic and diegetic level by important indexical markers ± or 
the appearance of such markers ± which Niessen would say helps alert the viewer to 
WKHLGHDRIWKHSKRWRJUDSKLFLQGH[µKHUHLWLVWKHWUDFH¶Niessen, 2012, 172). These 
markers could include setting (Gump meeting the President is justified within the 
ILOP¶VRZQVWRU\ WUDMHFWRU\ DQG WHPSRUDOLW\ WKHRYHUWXVHRI UHDO DUFKLYH IRRWDJH
DQG LPSRUWDQWO\ WKH HIIHFWLYH FRPSRVLWLQJ RI +DQNV¶V LPDJH LQWR WKH IUDPH WR
appear as though he is an original component in the historical film: the digitised 
image PDWFKHVWKHRULJLQDOIRRWDJH¶VFRORXUILOPJUDLQDQGWLPHZLWK+DQNV¶VHUD-
appropriate costume. As was noted earlier, this illusion therefore plays with the idea 
of film as an indexical medium: on the one hand this is supported by the presence of 
the archive footage (these are undoubtedly real images recorded when the real 
President Kennedy was present in front of the camera) but on the other this is 
subverted by inserting Hanks so realistically into the frame. Can film be trusted now 
that it is so easily manipulated by digital? Could it ever be trusted and what does this 
mean for the conception of film as indexical?   
Roger Rabbit effectively side-steps this debate. Whilst both films create a similar 
illusion, Roger Rabbit does not evoke these questions because of the self-reflexive 
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nature of animation Wells and Hardstaff emphasise. Watching Bob Hoskins interact 
with Roger Rabbit does not appear realistic (i.e., pro-filmic) in the same way the 
Gump/Kennedy conversation does because it is not intended to. Whilst still creating 
an impressive illusion, the cartoons of Roger Rabbit FOHDUO\ HPSKDVLVH WKH µVHOI-
conscious nature of the image-PDNLQJ¶SURFHVVEHKLQGWKHPZKLFKLVGLVWLQFWO\QRQ-
photographic and non-indexical. The film does not subvert the question of the index 
but, in a strange manner, actually supports it. The attraction of the film is seeing the 
impossible communication between the binary opposition of cinematic images: the 
pro-filmic, live-action with the artificial and animated. By stressing the animated 
QDWXUHRI WKHµ7RRQV¶± they are traditionally animated cartoons ± they become the 
antithesis of the live-DFWLRQ IRRWDJH ,I WKH FDUWRRQV DUH UHSUHVHQWDWLYH RI µKLJK
DUWLILFH DQG LOOXVLRQLVP¶ WKHQ WKH UHYHUVHPXVW DOVREH WUXHSUR-filmic, live-action 
footage is mechanically accurate, photographically realistic and indexical.  
There is, however, a paradox here. Although the separation of the pro-filmic and 
animated characters of Roger Rabbit acts to emphasise and reinforce the ontological 
difference between the two, their integration and interaction within the frame 
considerably undermines this; the fact cartoons can be seamlessly merged into the 
same frame as the pro-filmic is an important reminder that all moving pictures are 
mediated. Roger Rabbit appears to overcome ± or, at the very least, suppress ± this 
unnerving truth by inscribing the indexical difference between the two forms of 
representation onto the body; the animated creatures in Roger Rabbit move and defy 





star characters Baby Herman and Roger Rabbit. This clearly operates as a homage to 
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early cartoon features, particularly those produced by Warner Brothers in the 1930s, 
and thus immediately establishes the expectation for what such animated characters 
can and will do: their artificial forms have transformative capabilities and often this 
malleability is showcased in fantastical circumstances.36 The following cartoon does 
not disappoint as Roger, the babysitter, struggles to protect Baby Herman from a 
series of escalating dangers in the kitchen as the latter attempts to reach the cookie 
MDU5RJHU¶VH\HVHORQJDWHDQGSURWUXGHIURPWKHLUVRFNHWVLQH[WUHPHDODUPZKHQKH
sees Baby Herman climbing the kitchen counter by pulling out the drawers 
underneath, sending the sharp utensils flying (Figure 16). The absurd 
WUDQVIRUPDWLRQV WR 5RJHU¶V IRUP EHFRPH PRUH HFFHQWULF DV WKH SXQLVKPHQWV IURP
%DE\+HUPDQ¶VGHVWUXFWLYHDFWLRQVLQWKHNLWFKHQEHFRPHPRUHH[WUDYDJDQWDWRQH
point Roger flies through the air attempting to remove a plunger from his face only 
to land on the end of a vacuum cleaner. The vacuum switches on and expels air into 
5RJHU¶V PRXWK IRUFLQJ KLV ERG\ WR VZHOO WR LPSRVVLEOH GLPHQVLRQV $V 5RJHU
appears to reach bursting point, he is released and shoots back into the air and his 
body gradually converts back to its original form as though he were a released air 
balloon.  
7KH VHTXHQFH HQGV ZLWK WKH UHIULJHUDWRU RQ WRS RI 5RJHU¶V KHDG DQG FDUWRRQ ELUGV
DSSHDUDQGFLUFOH WKHUDEELW¶VGLVKHYHOOHGIRUP$W WKLVSRLQW µ&XW¶ LVFDOOHGDQGD 
live-DFWLRQDFWRUZDONVRQWR WKH µVHW¶ WR FULWLFLVH5RJHU¶V µSHUIRUPDQFH¶ 7KLV LV RI
course the joke of the film ± that cartoons exist and perform in Hollywood 
                                                          
36
 It is important to note that the Warner Brother reference establishes a particular type of expectation 
for the animated characters. Animated characters, in general, have transformative capabilities but this 
is tempered by the conventions of a particular production and its contexts (for example, the studio). 
Warner Brothers cartoon characters became known for their extreme malleability and physical 
WUDQVIRUPDWLRQVDVWKHVWXGLRVW\OHµEHFDPHV\QRQ\PRXVZLWKDSDUWLcular style of anarchic cartoon ± 
wise-FUDFNLQJFKDUDFWHUVHQGOHVVFKDVHVYDVWSLOHVRI717¶:KLWHKHDG7H[$YHU\RQH
of the animators who worked on the Loony Toons series, is particularly remembered for using this 
VW\OHDVKHµWUHDWHGDQLPation as if the universe itself was at his command and all the laws of physics, 
UHDOLW\DQGPRYLHJUDPPDUZHUHKLVWREHQGDQGEUHDNDVKHVDZILW¶:KLWHKHDG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productions just like any other actor ± but the close juxtaposition between a pro-
filmic actor and the animated character in the frame here emphasises further the 
difference in ontology and production between the two. In addition to the 
reinforcement of ideas of the index outlined above, this opening of Roger Rabbit also 
KLJKOLJKWVWKHLQKHUHQWµVXEYHUVLYHQHVV¶:HOOVDQG+DUGVWDIIRIWKHDQLPDWHGIRUP
EHFDXVH RI LWV WUDQVIRUPDWLYH FDSDELOLWLHV 5RJHU¶V ERG\ FDQ VWUHWFK WZLVW DQG
contort, whilst sustaining extreme physical injury, in a way only an animated body 
can, and his integration into a world with live-action actors emphasises this further. 
This is brought to the fore again later in the narrative when Roger accidentally 
KDQGFXIIV KLPVHOI WR %RE +RVNLQV¶ FKDUDFWHU (GGLH 9DOLDQW :LWKRXW WKH NH\ WR
separate the handcuffed bodies, and with Doom¶V ZHDVHOV RQ WKHLU ZD\ WR FDSWXUH
Roger, the rabbit panics and enacts a series of extreme physical transformations and 
PRYHPHQWV WR LQGLFDWH KLV IHDU 5RJHU¶V IDFH GLVWRUWV RXW RI VKDSH DQG KLV PRXWK
elongates in shock before rocketing across the room looking for a place to hide. 
5RJHU¶V ERG\ VTXHH]HV LQWR D FKHVW RI GUDZV DQG WKH NLWFKHQ VLQN DOO WKH ZKLOH
9DOLDQWUHPDLQVDWWDFKHGDQGDOWKRXJKKHLVDIIHFWHGE\5RJHU¶VHUUDWLFPRYHPHQWV
(he is dragged across the room), his body not does transform, remaining human, pro-
filmic and real.  
Although Roger Rabbit¶V DWWUDFWLRQ LV XQGRXEWHGO\ WKH YLVXDO HIIHFWV ZKLFK DOORZ
cartoon characters to integrate and interact with real, living actors, these two forms 
of pictorial representations are still distinct entities. Indeed, this separation is 
emphasised on a diegetic level where Toon Town is a largely segregated area and the 
SORWZKLFKFHQWUHVRQ5RJHU¶V HIIRUWV WRGLVSHO WKH IDOVHDFFXVDWLRQV DERXWKLP LV
made feasible because of the discriminatory attitudes held by (some) human 
authorities against the animated community. This is done largely for comedic 
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purposes of course but Roger demonstrates how unease over pictorial representations 
can be re-framed as a slippage between live-action (or the pro-filmic) figures and 
those which are animated at a later stage of production. Roger illustrates how the 
difference between the two is particularly resonant in the portrayal of bodies, and 
adds another layer of complexity to the debates surrounding the integration of digital 
into visual effects technologies. Digital ± a form of animation ± disrupts not only any 
claim live-action photography has on the index, but specifically the distinction 
between the pro-filmic and visual effects. The potential unease evoked by the 
convergence of digital technology with the depiction of human bodies haunts the 
language Zemeckis and Cameron use to talk about their early forays into the 
technology in the 1990s. Zemeckis comments how effects like those achieving 
6LQLVH¶VLQMXUHGERG\VKRXOG be subtle, and Cameron advocates a similar position in 
the digital effects used on the human bodies in Titanic. As much as Cameron is keen 
to emphasise the spectacular visual attraction of his digitally-composited ship, the 
µHPRWLRQ¶ KH VSHDNV RI LV RQO\ possible, he states, with the physical presence of 
performance for live-action (read: pro-filmic and indexical) actors. He notes that 
DFWRUV .DWH :LQVOHW DQG /HRQDUGR 'L&DSULR KDYH WR EH WKH µUHDO¶ HOHPHQW LQ DQ
artificial, digitally-created mise-en-scène: µ>7KH DFWRUV@ NQRZ ZKHUH WKH\ DUH ERWK
physically and emotionally and it keeps the moment alive ... [The aim is] to create 
moments that function on an emotional level. The technology itself has to be 
LQYLVLEOH¶Cameron, 154).  
One of the complexities arising from the digital age is thus how far visual effects 
impact the representation of photographically realistic human bodies. In Roger 
Rabbit Zemeckis keeps the animated characters and human actors at opposite ends of 
the scale (of caricature animation versus pro-filmic photography), a technique he 
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appears to uphold again in Forrest Gump WKH GLJLWDO YLVXDO HIIHFWV DUH µKLGGHQ¶
maintaining the integrity of the pro-filmic body even when its photographic 
indexicality is playfully challenged (the doctoring of historical footage to place 
Hanks in the Kennedy footage, for example). Cameron draws a similar line between 
Titanic¶V H[WHQVLYH XVH RI VSHFWDFXODU HIIHFWV DQG KLV LQVLVWHQFH WKDW RQO\ WKH SUR-
filmic presence of actors (and the real shipwreck) can evoke an emotional 
engagement from the audience. Digital compositing and animation remain separate ± 
subservient even ± to the physicality of the pro-filmic; to its indexical potential. 
Cameron and Zemeckis both appear to challenge the assumptions of indexicality in 
their deployment of animation and digital effects, whilst upholding these ideals in 
their rhetoric. The attempt to draw a distinct line between the pro-filmic, live-action 
body and the use of digital visual effects ± as Roger Rabbit does in its synthesis of 
animated and real performers ± is somewhat disingenuous, however; in both Titanic 
and Forrest Gump motion-captured performances form the basis of the creation of 
hundreds of digital doppelgängers to fill large crowds and perform stunts. These 
films therefore utilise photographically-realistic, digitally animated human bodies as 
an integral part of their spectacular visual effects. As a symbol of the removal of the 
boundaries between the pro-filmic and animation, these hybrid entities are already 
potentially uncanny; the mechanisation of the human form suddenly becomes 
PDOOHDEOH WR µEHQG¶ DQG µVWUHWFK¶ LQ 0DQRYLFK¶V WHUPV LQ XQSUHGLFWDEOH ZD\V
(Manovich, 2001). The implications digital technology has upon former conceptions 
of film and visual effects are therefore extensive, disparate and challenging. This 
difficulty is signified in the contradictory commentaries Cameron and Zemeckis 
supply, and in the quest for a new language to conceptualise these changes, as both 
Sharivo and Manovich argue for.  
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The Digital Body: the Sublime and the Morph  
To appreciate how the technological uncanny becomes an important part of this 
ODQJXDJH LW LV LPSRUWDQW WR RXWOLQH RWKHU ZD\V WKH TXHVWLRQ RI GLJLWDO WHFKQRORJ\¶V
ontology is translated onto representations of the body in the 1990s and early 2000s. 
Several writers comment upon the intersection between digital special effect 
technologies and the science-fiction and action genres, where the technology on 
display is often showcased in extended spectacular scenes (for example, see Kuhn 
1990 and Sobchack 1987). Pierson notes how, from the 1990s onwards, this digital 
attraction:  
produces a distinct break in the action ... In these films, effects sequences 
featuring CGI commonly exhibit a mode of spectatorial address that ± with 
its tableau-style framing, longer takes, and strategic intercutting between 
shots of the computer generated object and reaction shots of characters ± 
solicits an attentive and even contemplative viewing of the computer-
generated image. (124)  
PiersoQ¶VGHVFULSWLRQRIWKHGLJLWDOHIIHFWVHTXHQFH¶Vmodus operandi is evocative of 
*XQQLQJ¶V FLQHPD RI DWWUDFWLRQV QDUUDWLYH SURJUHVVLRQ LV VXERUGLQDWHG WR WKH
exhibitionist spectacle in order to shock and intrigue the viewer; affects which are 
now, in the digital age, extended to the character spectators present within the 
diegesis also. The dominating sight of alien craft in Independence Day (1996) is a 
good example of this. Even the first sight of the infamous ship in Titanic, which is 
shown several times from different angles with a large crowd looking on, could be 
an example of this trend extending into melodrama and romance genres. However 
Chuck Tryon notes that it is within science-fiction ± or, more specifically, within a 
F\FOHRIILOPVKHWHUPVµF\EHUVSDFHWKULOOHUV¶± that digital visual effects are used the 
most to capitalise (in economic and aesthetic meanings of the word) upon their 
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potential as attractions. In doing so, these films engage in the complex debates 
concerning digital technology and its relationship to the human body. Tryon writes 
WKDWµWKHXVHRIGLJLWDOHIIHFWVLQ+ROO\ZRRGVFLHQFHILFWLRQILOPVKDVLQYRNHGGHEDWHV
about the potential for digital technologies in general to challenge traditional 
definitions of the human, as well as traGLWLRQ GHILQLWLRQV RI ZKDW FRXQWV DV ILOP¶
(Tryon, 2009, 40). He extends this argument further to state that these films actually 
P\WKRORJLVH VHYHUDO DVSHFWV RI FLQHPD¶V WUDQVLWLRQ WR GLJLWDO SUDFWLFHV DQG LQ
particular the anxiety evoked from the visible (and invisible) malleability of the 
digital human body. Quoting examples such as The Matrix (1999) and Dark City 
(1998), Tryon writes that in these films  
the instability of the cinematic image produced through digital effects 
becomes a means by which these films explore these questions about fluid 
identities ... combining nostalgia for the history of film with their projections 
of a post-biological and post-filmic future (45).  
Digital technology is thus used as an attraction for spectacular displays which 
simultaneously are identified as the symptom of larger sinister plots in technological 
development which may have dire results for the autonomy of the body (The Matrix) 
and mind (Dark City) of human beings. Tryon therefore demonstrates how the digital 
effects of science-ILFWLRQ FDQ H[WHQG EH\RQG 3LHUVRQ¶V FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ RI WKH
narrative-interrupting spectacle and actually contribute ± shape, even ± the 
perimeters of discussion concerning digital technology and representations of the 
human. Tryon demonstrates how digital technology can be both hero and villain on 
narrative levels and in the wider context of cultural reception.  
The anxiety and ambivalence that is an integral part of viewing and analysing new 
digital visual effects and its relationship to the body permeates several academic 
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commentaries on the topic. Broadly speaking, one can divide these theories into two 
camps: those which address the unprecedented scale in which visual effects are used 
(in the literal sense: the coverage of the screen) and those which focus on the 
detailed rendering of specific, individual bodies. Together these commentaries 
acknowledge the wide array of aesthetic avenues and production practices which 
digital technologies begin to envelope within the 1990s and, once again, writers draw 
their primary examples from blockbuster genres: science-fiction and action films. 
For this first category, writers comment on the depiction of vast scales of objects, 
crowds or landscapes which become more and more prevalent from the 1990s 
onwards, as CGI effects become more advanced, are employed for greater durations 
and within larger numbers of films. Kirsten Whissel calls this depiction the digital 
PXOWLWXGH µPDVVLYH FRPSXWHU-generated armies, swarms, armadas, and hordes 
composed of as mDQ\ DVKXQGUHGVRI WKRXVDQGVRIGLJLWDO EHLQJV¶ Whissel, 2014, 
 ,QPDQ\ZD\V WKHGLJLWDOPXOWLWXGH LV DQH[WHQVLRQRIGLJLWDO µH[WUDV¶XVHG WR
populate the crowds in Forrest Gump and as numerous stunt doubles in Titanic to 
help convey the devastating scale of the tragedy. However these effects, as Zemeckis 
DQG&DPHURQQRWHDUHLQWHQGHGWRUHPDLQµLQYLVLEOH¶RUDWOHDVWDUHQRWVXSSRVHGWR
function as the standout, self-conscious spectacle diverting attention away from 
narrative development, as Pierson describes. It is for these reasons that Whissel 
discounts this kind of digital doubling of bodies from her equation, arguing that the 
digital multitude instead operates as a visual effects emblem37:  
it is a computer-generated spectacle that functions allegorically within the 
narratives in which it appears so as to give spectacular expression to a 
                                                          
37
 :KLVVHOGHILQHVDQµHIIHFWVHPEOHP¶DVµDFLQHPDWLFYLVXDOHIIHFWWKDWRSHUDWHVas a site of intense 
VLJQLILFDWLRQDQGJLYHVVWXQQLQJDQGVRPHWLPHVDOOHJRULFDOH[SUHVVLRQWRDILOP¶VNH\WKHPHV
anxieties, and conceptual obsessions ± even as it provokes feelings of astonishment and wonder¶
(Whissel, 2014, 6).   
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constellation of concepts concerning historical change and collective action, 
even as it provokes feelings of astonishment and awe (61, my emphasis).  
This last part is important. Whissel, like Tryon, demonstrates how digital visual 
effects can work as plot action, to illuminate narrative themes, and aid interpretation. 
Specifically, the digital multitude also works to evoke a specific spectator response: 
namely, astonishment and awe. This awe is a reaction towards the impressive 
VSHFWDFOHEXWLWDOVRIDFLOLWDWHVµFRQWHPSODWLYHYLHZLQJ¶3LHUVRQZKHUHE\WKH
YLHZHU FDQ GLVFHUQ WKH VSHFWDFOH¶V DOOHJRULFDO SRWHQWLDO :KLVVHO DUJXHV WKLV
interpretation reinforces the narrative motivation (the gathering of forces in order to 
overcome a threat), which can also be abstracted and read emblematically as the 
individual versus the collective. This reading can be applied to the contexts in which 
these films are produced (such as the mechanisms of global economies) but Whissel 
hints at how such an interpretation can be extended to the digital technology itself as 
WKHVH µFRPSXWHU-JHQHUDWHG LPDJHV  VHHP WR DQQRXQFH WKH FLQHPD¶V GLJLWDO WXUQ¶
(88). I would take this argument further and argue the awe response inspired by such 
LPDJHV LV GLUHFWO\ UHODWHG WR WKH FRQWHPSODWLRQ RI WKH WHFKQRORJ\ 7KH YLHZHUV¶
DVWRQLVKPHQWGHULYHVIURPWKHLUSRVLWLRQLQJDVLQFUHGXORXVVSHFWDWRUVLQ*XQQLQJ¶V
words) who acknowledge the digital technologies at work behind the spectacle. They 
DUHDV3XUVHSRLQWVRXWGLJLWDOµOLWHUDWH¶VSHFWDWRUV3XUVHDQG\HWPDUYHO
at the scale of the illusion and its photorealism nonetheless. The attraction ± and the 
anxiety ± of such images derive IURPGLJLWDOWHFKQRORJ\¶VDELOLW\WRUHQGHUFRPSXWHU-
generated images and bodies realistically, by animating such scenes to compare 
favourably to a photographic aesthetic. The digital multitude exacerbates the awe ± 
or, as Dixon states, the terror ± one may feel in response to the effects in Titanic and 
Forrest Gump, in correlation to the larger scales encompassed by the technology. 
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The armies depicted in The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers (2002) at the battle 
RI +HOP¶V 'HHS are a good example of this. Nicholas Rombes describes a similar 
effect when viewing digital technologies on a vast scale, but this time when the 
image is frozen. Pausing moments, like the digital multitude Whissel describes, acts 
as a particularly potent reminder of the impossible compositions which are made 
possible by digital technology. Rombes writes that these moments of great 
PRYHPHQW QRZ SDXVHG µWHDU DVXQGHU UHDOLW\ LQ ZD\V WKDW DSSURDFK VXUUHDOLVP¶
(Rombes, 2009, 145). Citing the example of the immense tidal wave animated in The 
Day After Tomorrow  5RPEHV QRWHV µ,W LV LQ +ROO\ZRRG PRYLHV ± and in 
CGI blockbusters especially ± where the most bizarre, transgressive and 
experimental images and sequences lie, a radically refashioned understanding of the 
UHDO¶ 
What Whissel and Rombes describe here is an experience of the technological 
sublime. As was mentioned in Chapter 1, the sublime is another theorisation of 
viewer response in relation to nature and aesthetics which shares similar historical 
contexts to the development of the uncanny. As I concluded earlier, the sublime and 
the uncanny are indeed related ± both can be said to be the conceptualisation of the 
diverse changes and experiences emerging in the 18th Century ± but they are not the 
same. The uncanny concerns the experience of the quietly unsettling, the unease or 
intrigue towards objects which question established borders (for example, living and 
dead) and thus force a re-evaluation of perceived perimeters of understanding. In my 
own characterisation of the technological uncanny, I argue this tradition places a 
particular emphasis upon the merging of technology and representation of the human 
body. The sublime, in contrast, concerns the overwhelming experience of viewing 
vastness; the conflicting impressions of beauty and terror which are evoked from 
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looking at and evaluating large objects, particularly in nature (broad landscapes or 
the enormity of oceans, for example). Edmund Burke writes that nature produces the 
strongest feelings of the sublime because it has the potential to evoke astonishment 
ZKLFK µLV WKH HIIHFW RI WKH VXEOLPH LQ LWV KLJKHVW GHJUHH¶   5RPEHV¶V
example of the natural disaster depicted in The Day After Tomorrow parallels 
%XUNH¶VGHVFULSWLRQTXLWHZHOOEXWOLNH:KLVVHO¶VGLJLWDl multitude, these images are 
not real, or, at least, not entirely pro-filmic. They are the product of digital visual 
effects and it is the knowledge of this fact which leads to reactions of astonishment; 
hence the technological sublime.  
Scott Bukatman adopts this phrase in his analysis of special effects. Returning the 
emphasis once again to those technological displays of vastness commonly found in 
science-fiction%XNDWPDQDUJXHVWKDWWKHVHSRUWUD\DOVRIWKHµDUWLILFLDOLQILQLWH¶IRUFH 
attention upon the ontology of such representations and their relationship to human 
H[SHULHQFH+HZULWHVµ,WLVWHFKQRORJ\WKDWLQVSLUHVWKHVHQVDWLRQVFKDUDFWHULVWLFRI
sublimity; therefore, it is technology that alludes to the limits of human definition 
and comprehensiRQ¶ Bukatman,   +RZHYHU DV 5RPEHV¶V UHIHUHQFH WR
WKHVHHIIHFWVDVD UHIDVKLRQLQJRIDQµXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI WKHUHDO¶ LPSOLHV WKLV LVQRW
say the experience of digital cinema as an illusion is incomprehensible. Rather, as 
Sean Cubitt reminds us, it is the process of this sublime as technological experience 
ZKLFKGUDZVDWWHQWLRQWRWKHLPDJH¶VPHGLDWHGVWDWXV+HQRWHV 
[At] the moment of its arrival, the sublime effect, in transcending the medium 
through the medium's own resources, has the appearance of speaking the 
ineffable. In this way it circumscribes its own sublimity, identifying the 
ERXQGDU\RIFRPPXQLFDWLRQZLWK WKH WHFKQLFDO OLPLWVRIPHGLDWLRQ¶ Cubitt, 
1999, 129, my emphasis).  
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Yet like Tryon¶V WKHRU\ RI KRZ VXFK VFLHQFH-fiction mythologises the possibilities 
for impact of technology upon the body, Bukatman highlights how it is the 
WHFKQRORJ\¶V VXEOLPH SRWHQWLDO ZKLFK IRUFHV WKH YLHZHU WR FRQWHPSODWH WKH UDGLFDO
SRWHQWLDO IRU VXFK PHGLDWLRQ 7KLV LV D SRWHQWLDO IRU DOWHULQJ WKH µERXQGDU\ of 
FRPPXQLFDWLRQ¶± for what cinema is ± but it is also the consideration of what the 
future may hold for human experience in a technological world. Bukatman writes:  
The sublime not only points back toward a historical past; it also holds out 
the promise for self-fulfilment [sic] and technological transcendence in an 
imaginable near future. Under the terms of the sublime, technology is 
divorced from its sociological, rationalist underpinnings to become a 
technology without a technocracy, a technology beyond the scope of human 
control. There is thus an inevitability to the fact of technological progress, 
and thus accommodation becomes the one valid response. (106)          
The anxiety over the positioning of the human within the technological sublime 
returns us, like a Mobius strip, back to the question of how digital technology has 
affected the representation of the human body, and thus to my second category for 
how such technologies have been discussed by theorists. This category concerns less 
the reproduction of vastness and, instead, the photographically realistic rendering of 
individual bodies which have the ability to transform. Whissel provides another 
emblematic classification for this figure ± ZKLFK VKH WHUPV µWKH PRUSK¶ ± and a 
useful definition: the GLJLWDO WHFKQRORJLHV ZKLFK µDOORZ FKDUDFWHUV DQG FUHDWXUHV WR
shape-shift their surface appearances from a source image into a target image in 
VLQJOH VFHQHV RUJDQL]HG DURXQG WKH GLVSOD\ RI LQVWDQWDQHRXV WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶ 
The ability for characters to transform in front of the camera is not a unique asset to 
CGI ± LQGHHG0pOLqV¶V WULFNSKRWRJUDSK\FDQEHFKDUDFWHULVHG LQ WKLVZD\ ± nor is 
the figure transformed by digital technology necessarily human ± the translucent 
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EHLQJLQ-DPHV&DPHURQ¶VThe Abyss (1989) is one of the earliest examples of this. 
But it is the interrelation between the human figure and digital technology which 
marks the trail through which the technological uncanny comes to light at the 
beginning of the 21st Century. Lisa Purse points to the action body in contemporary 
cinema, and particularly those bodies which are depicted in the superhero film, as a 
particular site where digital manipulations on the body are especially pronounced 
(Purse, 2007). The body has traditionally been an important symbol in extrapolating 
larger meanings and historical contexts in the action film (Jeffords, 1994) and this 
WUDLWKDVEHHQFRQWLQXHGLQWRFRQWHPSRUDU\FLQHPDZKHUHE\WKHKHUR¶VERG\LVQRZ
marked by its relationship to new digital visual effects technologies.  
Superhero comic book adaptations offer particularly fruitful examples as these action 
films centre on bodies which either defy natural laws or lack a real-world referent, 
such as Hulk (The Hulk, 2003). Purse, using +XON¶V beyond-human physique and 
strength as an example, highlights how spectator engagement can be adversely 
effected when these digital effects attractions both draw attention to the impossibility 
of movement and bodies on display and the photorealism with which this is depicted 
in an otherwise live-DFWLRQ ILOP µ([WHQGHG FRQWHPSODWLRQ IRUFHV WKH VSHFWDWRU
FRQVFLRXVO\WRFRQIURQWWKHIDFWWKDWWKLVLVQRWD³UHDO´ERG\DSURFHVVWKDWJUDGXDOO\
EULQJV WKH VSHFWDWRU RXW RI WKHLU LPDJLQDWLYH LPPHUVLRQ LQ WKH ILOP ZRUOG¶ 3XUVH
2007, 12). The unsatisfactory response viewers may have towards these uneasy 
representations is one reason, Purse argues, that the extreme transformative body is 
often substituted onto the villainous characters (as with the diverse group of mutants 
in X-Men (20RUDUHDOLJQHGWREHPXWXDOO\H[FOXVLYHDQGDSDUWIURPWKHµVDIH¶
representations of the pro-filmic body, as seen with the Agents versus the rebels in 
The Matrix. Either way, the human body which interacts with the possibilities of 
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digital visual effects has the potential to cause unease because, Purse notes, these 
ERGLHV KDYH DQ µXQFDQQ\ YHULVLPLOLWXGH¶  +HU ZRUG FKRLFH LV VLJQLILFDQW WKHVH
transformative bodies are unsettling not because they trick the viewer into believing 
they are real (the superhero narratives guarantee against this possibility), but because 
these bodies aspire towards a high degree of photorealism. These bodies may be 
construed as uncanny because they are realistic-looking but move impossibly. The 
familiar sight of the human is made unstable and unhomely.   
As this overview demonstrates, the increased use of digital technologies in 
mainstream cinema from the 1990s onwards and the questions this raises in regards 
to conceptualisations of realism and the index were translated onto representations of 
the body in striking ways. On the one hand many films use the technology to create 
the illusion of vastness: the human body is doubled to infinite numbers. The 
technological uncanny potential is apparent here ± particularly through the trope of 
the double ± but this is hindered because the body is at a remove from the impact of 
the technological display, which is dependent upon the portrayal of scale rather than 
detail. This particular use of digital evokes, instead, the technological sublime. On 
the other hand, the technology animates impossible bodies so the human figure can 
morph, mutate and move in ways which defy laws of nature and yet appear 
photographically and realistically rendered. This realism could be classified, 
following 3XUVH¶VWHUPDVXQFDQQ\+RZHYHUWKHVHERGLHValso perform in a manner 
which is appropriate to their narrative contexts and comic book influence. The 
uncanniness is contained. I argue it is somewhere between these two extremes ± the 
sublime and the uncanny verisimilitude ± that the technological uncanny emerges at 
the turn of the century. Just like its emergence in early cinema, this technological 
uncanny does not appear from nowhere, but rather is the culmination of several 
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historical developments and technological innovations. The technological uncanny is 
DSURGXFWRIGLJLWDOWHFKQRORJ\¶VSURSHQVLW\WRUDLVHTXHVWLRQVRIWKHLQGH[LFDOQDWXUH
of cinema, its use as a visual effect both invisibly and as a spectacular attraction, and 
WKHGLJLWDO¶VDELOLW\WRcreate photographically realistic bodies both in huge numbers, 
filling the frame, and with intricate detail on individual bodies. Most importantly of 
all, the technological uncanny re-emerges because the language of the uncanny 
returns in the critical discourse evaluating these changes and in the tropes employed 
by filmmakers portraying the human body. This is explicitly indicated by the use of 
the actual word µuncanny¶ in common vernacular, as evident by the theory of the 
uncanny valley. I shall explore what this theory is now and elucidate how its 
popularity since the turn of the century can be better understood as a continuation of 
the technological uncanny.     
The Uncanny Valley  
The uncanny valley (bukimi no tani in Japanese) is a term which was originally 
proposed by scientist Masahiro Mori, who seeks to understand the relationship 
between human-looking androids and the reaction of people engaging with them. He 
WKHRULVHVWKDWWKHUHFRPHVDSRLQWDWZKLFKWKHµOLIH-QHVV¶RIDQDUWLILFLDOKXPDQEHLQJ
becomes familiar but the remaining imperfections of the illusion ± the overtly 
mechanised movement or lifeless eyes ± forces acceptance of this figure to drop. 
This rejection of the artificial human as creepy or disgusting is indicated by a sharp 
drop in engagement levels, exemplified by Mori on a graph depicting the so-called 
µYDOOH\¶ 0RUL ; Figure 17). The uncanny valley is therefore a response 
signalling the rejection of artificial faces or bodies attempting to look like authentic, 




ideas further or provide any empirical data. However, early in the 21st Century his 
work was translated into English and, since that time, the theory has been 
investigated in other scientific fields and has entered into the popular vernacular38. 
0RUL¶V LGHDVRULJLQDOO\ DGGUHVV WKHSUREOHPV IDFLQJDQGURLGVFLHQWLVWV DQG WKRVH LQ
robot production but it is easy to see how, given the advances in digital technology 
in creating photorealist human bodies, the term has now become widely used when 
critiquing film special effects and computer games. Indeed, it is because of film that 
the term has become so popular, with Final Fantasy: The Spirits Within ± the film 
analysed at the beginning of this thesis ± being cited as the main reason the concept 
has garnered such attention (Prince, 2012). The term has not lost its relevance over 
the last century, as Michael Phillips demonstrates in 2011 with his review of Mars 
Needs Moms ZKLFKFRPPHQWV WKDW WKHILOP¶VHIIHFW µLVQ¶WTXLWHKXPDQDQG
LVQ¶W TXLWH DQLPDWHG DQG WKH VW\OL]DWLRQ IHHOV VWXFN LQ WKH XQFDQQ\ YDOOH\ RI
LQH[SUHVVLYLW\¶3KLOLSV 
As we shall see in the next chapter, the uncanny valley is often used by critics and 
spectators to express disquiet at the digital human bodies displayed onscreen, 
particularly the photorealistic animation enabled by motion-capture technology. 
There is, therefore, extensive anecdotal evidence that the uncanny valley correlates 
to the reception of digital bodies ± and these reactions shall also be studied in more 
detail in Chapter 4 ± EXWVFLHQWLVWVKDYHDOVRDWWHPSWHGWRWHVW0RUL¶VWKHVLVWREHWWHU
understand the phenomenon. PossiEOH H[SODQDWLRQV IRU ZK\ RQH¶V H[SHULHQFH RI
viewing synthetic humans falls into the uncanny valley include the intricacies of 
                                                          
38
 The uncanny valley is a useful counterpoint to the focus on western texts and audiences which are 
the main case studies of this thesis. The re-emergence of theories of the uncanny in popular culture 
originating from a Japanese context speaks to the fluidity of the concept within wider geographical 
and cultural contexts. This facet is supported again by the Japanese origins and international team 
which created Final Fantasy: The Spirits Within (which is explored again in Chapter 4). This helps to 
point the way for further research into how the technological uncanny model operates within different 
locales and contexts. I reflect again upon these possibilities in the Conclusion.   
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perceptual processing (such as threat avoidance, empathy and evolutionary 
aesthetics) and cognitive systems (such as paradoxes of identity, terror management 
theory and cognitive dissonance) (MacDorman et al 2009). Several of these 
investigations draw striking conclusions. For example, Shawn A. Steckenfinger and 
Asif A. Ghazanfar note how monkeys prefer to look for longer at real photographs or 
obviously synthetic, caricatured faces, rather than synthetic faces attempting to look 
real (Steckenfinger & Ghazanfar, -XQ¶LFKLUR6H\DPDDQG5XWK61DJD\DPD
support these findings, as their own experiments using human participants states that 
as the realism of an image depicting a human face increases, so too does the 
SUREDELOLW\RI WKHYLHZHU¶V H[SHULHQFH IDOOLQJ LQWR WKHXQFDQQ\YDOOH\ 6H\DPD  & 
Nagayama, 2007). Seyama and Nagayama also highlight how an abnormality on the 
face increases this risk exponentially and, in another study, the scientists consider the 
size of eyes as a specific contributing factor (Seyama  & Nagayama, 2009).  
The questions posed by the uncanny valley, and the resulting scientific explorations, 
raise similar themes to those which have been recurrent in discourses concerning the 
digitisation of cinema. The uncanny valley occurs because of the uneasy 
juxtaposition of technology and the human form; when technology can take the form 
of realistic-looking faces and bodies. Many of the observations expressed by 
filmmakers and theorists in the summary above also centre on these uneasy 
couplings. Digital visual effects are used to mimic photographic properties ± to abide 
by the rules governing what one expects photographic realism to look like ± and this 
complicates the distinction between the live-action or pro-filmic and the digital 
visual effect. This is signalled both by the subtle effects used in Forrest Gump and 
the overt spectacle of the digital multitude. It is significant that the uncanny valley 
becomes widely known in popular culture and in scientific investigations just as 
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these visual effects are able to produce Final Fantasy; a whole film made using 
digital technology which aims for photographic realism. The film could thus be 
viewed as a continuation and expansion of the uses of digital technology in realistic 
portrayals emerging in the 1990s. Reactions to Final Fantasy also mirror the 
conclusions of the scientific investigations, as the negative responses indicate a 
difficulty for viewers engaging with this new form of realism, and specific mention 
ZDVJLYHQWRWKHFKDUDFWHUV¶HPRWLRQOHVVH\HV$WNLQVRQ<HWWKLVLVQRWWRVD\
that Final Fantasy and its aim for digitally-created photorealism should be viewed as 
the single ambition previous films using such technology aim for; as investigations 
into early cinema demonstrate, the medium did not intend then to hide its own 
illusion, and the self-reflexive nature of the visual effects described above indicate 
that digital cinema is the same in this respect. The goal does not seem to be for 
complete simulation of the real, imperceptible from reality; rather, the emergence of 
the uncanny valley represents the larger context of explorations into the interactions 
between new technology and the body in which digital visual effects can be placed. 
This is a context which includes film special effects and the building of androids, but 
also larger concerns such as the conscious effort to give different types of technology 
a human face to facilitate interaction (MacDorman and Ishiguro, 2006); the ideas 
discussed in commentaries on new media and digital convergence (Jenkins, 2007); 
WKHH[SDQGLQJ OLWHUDWXUHRQ WKH ILJXUHRI WKH µSRVWKXPDQ¶ *UDKDPDQG WKH
narratives exploring these issues as with the science-fiction films of the 1990s and 
the cyberthrillers in literature (Peters, 2003).        
The uncanny valley thus helps to illuminate how the discussion outlined in this 
chapter can be contextualised within wider explorations into the relationship between 
WKH KXPDQ DQG QHZ WHFKQRORJLHV <HW D FORVHU ORRN DW 0RUL¶V WKHRU\ DOVR
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demonstrates how the uncanny valley is a contemporary articulation of previous 
ideas permeating the uncanny and its application to cinema; what I term the 
technological uncanny. Mori begins his essay by musing upon the negative reactions 
evoked by interactions with robotic devices made to look human, such as prosthetic 
limbs. He notes how, at first, one may not realise that the appendage is artificial, so 
WKLV FDQ SURYH FKDOOHQJLQJ WR FRPSUHKHQVLRQ DQG FDXVH D VKRFN  0RUL¶V
GHVFULSWLRQLVHYRFDWLYHRI-HQWVFK¶VREVHUYDWLRQVFRQFHUQLQJDXWRPDWDDQGKLVLGHD
that this kind of intellectual uncertainty can lead to an experience of the uncanny. 
Indeed, it is this very experience which Hoffmann fictionalises in The Sandman 
when Nathaniel discovers the awful truth about Olympia. And it is this particular 
aspect of the uncanny which other scientists have attempted to replicate and study, as 
mentioneGDERYH+RZHYHU0RUL¶VZRUNLOOXPLQDWHVDNH\LQJUHGLHQWLQWKLVXQFDQQ\
experience: movement. Many of the more recent explorations into the uncanny 
valley base their experiments upon the response provoked from still images, such as 
the investigations into the duration of looks and empathy (Steckenfinger and 
Ghazanfar, 2009). Mori notes the unnerving experience of viewing technology made 
LQ WKH KXPDQ IRUP FRPHV QRW MXVW IURP WKH PDFKLQH¶V H[WHUQDO VLPLOLWXGH EXW LWV
ability to move realistically. As Freud and Jentsch note, it is the slippage between the 
animate and the inanimate which is a key ingredient in provoking an experience of 
the uncanny. Automata are a prime example of this occurring with the juxtaposition 
of technology and the human form and are thus a key trope in the genealogy of the 
WHFKQRORJLFDO XQFDQQ\ 0RUL¶V GHVFULSWLRQ RI SURVWKHWLFV DQG URERWV H[WHQGV WKLV
history whereby the 21st Century experiments in robotics are directly comparable to 
the automata made in the human form in the 18th and 19th Centuries. Mori notes the 
creepy potential of present-day technology, writing:  
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Since the negative effects of movement are apparent even with a prosthetic 
hand, to build a whole robot would magnify the creepiness. This is just one 
robot. Imagine a craftsman being awakened suddenly in the dead of the night. 
He searches downstairs for something among a crowd of mannequins in his 
workshop. If the mannequins started to move, it would be like a horror story. 
(100)  
Mori may not have tested his hypothesis under any controlled experiments, but he 
does offer some ideas as to why the uncanny valley occurs. Mori suspects that the 
sensation of the uncanny valley occurs because it is related to self-preservation; to a 
core function which operates to keep the body safe and away from harm. He 
SURSRVHV WKDWRQHRI WULJJHUV WKDWFDQFDXVHD µGHVFHQW¶  LQWR WKHYDOOH\ LV WKH
sight of corpses. As an inverse of the logic posed by human-like machines that can 
move, viewing a dead body is to see that which once moved ± lived ± as still, 
inanimate. Interestingly, this is a conclusion which now has scientific credence 
0LVVHOKRUQEXW0RUL¶V LGHDVDUH UHIOHFWLYHRI)UHXG¶VRULJLQDOHVVD\RQ WKH
WRSLF0RULPD\QRWGLUHFWO\UHIHUHQFH)UHXGEXWWKHODWWHU¶VSUHVHQFHFan be felt in 
0RUL¶VHYRFDWLRQRIWKHXQFDQQ\LWVUHODWLRQVKLSWRWHFKQRORJ\DQGWKHKXPDQIRUP
and its connection to the fear of mortality. It is from this tradition that the history of 
the technological uncanny can be traced and applied to the reception of early cinema, 
and the theory takes on renewed significance in the 21st Century. This, I contend, is 
particularly significant for the reactions evident in response to digital visual effects 
in cinema. Ironically, Mori does not reference film special effects specifically, even 
though the uncanny valley is often used in this context today. This could be an 
indication of how visual effects have developed since the 1970s (when the essay was 
first written) as the technologies used in mainstream cinema have been explicitly 
referenced in further writings on the topic since, with theorists even offering advice 
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in how to avoid the valley for digital animators (MacDorman et al 2009). But there 
is one image which Mori describes which is reminiscent of the uncanny descriptions 
which have been applied to cinematic technology. He writes that even though an 
XQFDQQ\H[SHULHQFHFDQEHIHOWRQYLHZLQJGHDGERGLHVKHQRWHVµ:HPLJKWEHJODG
that this arrow leads down into the still valley of the corpse and not the valley 
DQLPDWHGE\WKHOLYLQJGHDG¶7KHFRPPHQWLVDUDWKHUFU\SWLFRQHZKLFKLVQRW
elaborated further but contextualising his ideas about the uncanny valley within the 
ZLGHUWUDGLWLRQRIWKHWHFKQRORJLFDOXQFDQQ\RIIHUVRQHVXJJHVWLRQ0RUL¶VUHIHUHQFH
tRWKHµOLYLQJGHDG¶LVUHPLQLVFHQWRIWKHFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQPDQ\FRPPHQWDWRUVHYRNHG
regarding early cinema. We have seen how writers conceived of the new technology 
as the reanimation of real events and lived experiences; of the preservation of life 
and movement beyond death. These ideas are inextricably linked to notions of the 
LQGH[LFDOLW\ RI WKH SKRWRJUDSK ,QGHHG WKH SKUDVH HFKRHV %DUWKHV¶V LPDJH RI WKH
µUHWXUQ RI WKH GHDG¶ PDGH SRVVLEOH WKURXJK SKRWRJUDSK\ 0pOLqV¶V VWDUWOLQJ WULFN
photography playfully engages with this dialectic, reminding the viewer that the 
realism of the moving image is a convincing one but ultimately an illusion 
QRQHWKHOHVV0RUL¶VSOD\IXOUHIHUHQFHWRWKHµOLYLQJGHDG¶LVDQDSWVXPPDWLRQRIWKLV
oxymoron: the moving film image may be related to reality (the pro-filmic) and 
depict a high degree of verisimilitude through realistic movement ± it can create 
µOLYLQJ¶ERGLHV± but it is also an illusion which may be manipulated through special 
effects. The filmic body is an unstable creation which can be transformed, mutilated 
DQG WUDQVFHQG ERXQGDULHV LW LV LQ WKLV VHQVH µGHDG¶ 'LJLWDO YLVXDO HIIHFWV FDQ EH
seen as another way the human body has incorporated these questions in 
contemporary cinema, as film theory, the use of visual effects as a central attraction 
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and wider explorations into the connection between the human and technology, all 
continue to be haunted by the ideas and tropes of the uncanny.  
In conclusion, the uncanny valley is therefore another way of articulating the 
disquiet and conceptual difficulties which emerge with the juxtaposition of new 
technology and the depiction of realistic human bodies. The historical 
contextualisation of the digital age shows how this question becomes particularly 
apparent in cinema history around the 1990s with the increased use of digital 
technology for cinematic visual effects. This becomes particularly apparent in the 
move into the 21st Century, which sees the first attempt to create a photorealistic 
digital animation with Final Fantasy7KHFRPSOH[QDWXUHRIGLJLWDO¶VRQWRORJ\DQG
its relationship to previous cinematic technologies is a major theme in theoretical 
debate, with older ideas about the medium ± such as the index ± becoming important 
once again. The uncanny valley becomes part of this discussion, as well as 
highlighting the wider contexts into which the human and technology are merging, 
as with robotics. The uncanny valley ± DQG 0RUL¶V HYRFDWLYH GHVFULSWLRQV RI WKLV
concept ± can be viewed as examples of the language of the uncanny returning in 
attempts to articulate the experience of engaging with these technological 
developments. As such, the questions posed by the digital age and the uncanny 
valley are new interpretations of a much older idea: the uncanny which emerges in 
the 18th Century. It is in this way that early and digital cinema can be compared. The 
cinema which emerged in the late 19th Century may have different historical contexts 
and utilise different technology to films made using digital visual effects at the dawn 
of the 21st Century, but a principle focus remains the same: the construction and 
manipulation of realistic human bodies using new technologies which appear 
photographically realistic. This technological uncanny therefore becomes a fruitful 
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way to charDFWHULVH DQ LPSRUWDQW DVSHFW RI WKH GLJLWDO¶V LPSDFW XSRQ FLQHPDWLF
representation, and its relevance to the reception of such images shall now be 

































  Figure 15 - Titanic (1997)  
















  Figure 16 - Who Framed Roger Rabbit? (1988)  




Motion-Capture Technology and the Uncanny 
Avatar RSHQVZLWK-DNH6XOO\¶V (actor Sam Worthington) voiceover informing us that 
ZKHQKHZDVLQMXUHGLQKRVSLWDOZLWKDµELJKROHEORZQWKURXJKWKHPLGGOH of [his] 
OLIH¶ KH ZRXOG GUHDP RI IO\LQJ 7KH DFFRPSDQ\LQJ LPDJH FRPSOHPHQWV -DNH¶V
sentiments, as the camera sweeps above trees and through mist in the sky. When 
GUHDPLQJ -DNH LQIRUPV XV KH ZDV µIUHH¶ 7KH EULHI SURORJXH LV RI FRXUVH D
prophetic device, acting as a premonition for when Jake actually does fly and 
EHFRPHIUHHDVKLV1D¶YLGRXEOH)RUQRZWKHRSHQLQJQDUUDWLRQLVELWWHUO\LURQLFDV
VXEVHTXHQWVFHQHVVHHN WRHPSKDVLVH WKHRSSRVLWH LV WUXHRI-DNH¶VZDNLQJ OLIHKLV
brother is dead, he is an ex-marine who has agreed to participate in a project on a 
IRUHLJQ ZRUOG DQG KH LV QRZ ZKHHOFKDLU ERXQG EHFDXVH RI KLV LQMXULHV -DNH¶V
induction on Pandora ± the alien planet ± emphasises the lack of agency Jake has 
over his life in the military-controlled project and how his physical injuries mark him 
DV LQIHULRU LQ WKH H\HV RI KLV IHOORZ VROGLHUV RQH FRPPHQWV -DNH LV µPHDOV RQ
ZKHHOV¶ -DNH¶V IRUWXQHV FKDQJH ZKHQ KH LV WUDQVSRUWHG LQWR KLV 1D¶YL DYDWDU We 
ILUVWVHHWKH1D¶YLGRXEOHZLWK-DNHDVhe views it within a laboratory tank. Jake and 
his doppelgänger are framed within the same shot, permitting a comparison between 
WKHWZR6KRUWO\DIWHUZDUGV-DNHLVµXSORDGHG¶LQWRWKH1D¶YLERG\IRUWKHILUVWWLPH
This scene begins with a point-of-view shot, with medics rousing Jake to check his 
responses and reflexes. In a mid to close-XS VKRW -DNH¶V EOLQNLQJ H\HV ± now in 
1D¶YLIRUP± are emphasised, in a framing which mirrors his earlier waking-up from 
KLVGUHDPVRIIO\LQJµ:HOFRPHWR\RXUQHZERG\¶ one of the scientists remarks and 
Jake, against the demands of the medics to remain seated, immediately stands up and 
walks out of the bio-lab to go outside and experience his alien body. As he runs 
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through the grounds, the military buildings and assault course retreat into the 
background and the surrounding fauna become increasingly more alien-looking. A 
low-DQJOHGPHGLXPVKRWIRFXVHVRQ-DNH¶VUXQQLQJIHHWDQGZKHQKHVWRSVWRWDNHD
deep breath of Pandora air, his bare, blue toes nestle into the soft soil. Grace, the lead 
VFLHQWLVWRIWKHSURMHFWQRZDOVRLQDYDWDUIRUPWKURZV-DNHD1D¶YLIUXLWZKLFKKH
eats with relish.  
This opening section of Avatar effectively incorporates the themes about the motion-
captured body which shall be explored in this chapter. The transformation of Jake 
LQWRKLV1D¶YLGRXEOHLVDWWKHKHDUWRIAvatar¶VVSHFWDFXODUDWWUDFWLRQ&RQWLQXLQJWKH
trend identified with the films in the last chapter, the development of digital visual 
effects is indicated with the body. Avatar skilfully delays the revelation of the 
PRYLQJ 1D¶YL ERG\ DQG HPSKDVLVHV WKH SK\VLRORJLFDO GLIIHUHQFH RI WKH VSHFLHV WR
KXPDQVHYHQIXUWKHUWKURXJKDFRPSDULVRQZLWK-DNH¶VSDUDSOHJLFFRQGLWLRQ-DNH¶V
1D¶YLGRXEOH LV VHHQ WRHVFDSH WKHPHGLFDO IDFLOLW\ZLWh the vitality and speed that 
-DNH¶V KXPDQ IRUP XQIRUWXQDWHO\ FDQQRW PDWFK DV LQGLFDWHG E\ KLV DUULYDO RQ
3DQGRUDDVWKHIRUPHUVROGLHUZKRLVXQDEOHWRµIDOOLQ¶ZLWKWKHQHZEDWFKRIµIUHVK
PHDW¶ DV RQH RI RIILFHUV GHVFULEHV WKHP ZKR UXQ IURP WKH WUDQVSRUW VKLS -DNH¶V
DYDWDU KRZHYHU KDV FRPSOHWH PRYHPHQW DQG -DNH LV NHHQ WR WHVW KLV QHZ ERG\¶V
abilities. This scene emphasises the physicality of this digital body by appealing to 
DOOILYHVHQVHV1D¶YL-DNHFDQKHDUDQGVHHGLIIHUHQWO\KHWDNHVDPRPent to smell 
the Pandora air; Jake enjoys the new found feeling in his feet; and is overwhelmed 
E\WKHWDVWHRIWKHIUXLW-DNH¶VSK\VLFDOGH[WHULW\DVD1D¶YLLVODWHUDQLPSRUWDQWSORW
point, when he completes the Ikran challenge and thereby achieves his dream to fly. 
This chapter will look at the ways in which other digital bodies are given this 
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embodied portrayal, emphDVLVLQJ WR WKH YLHZHU WKH µOLYLQJQHVV¶ RI FUHDWLRQV ZKLFK 
are digitally constructed.  
The opening to Avatar also highlights that it is not enough for the digital body to 
move in a realistic manner: it must look real as well. As was explored in the last 
chapter, this realism has a complex relationship to ideas of indexicality, whereby it is 
the aesthetic of photographic realism which is the DFFHSWHG PDUNHU RI WKH µUHDO¶
Avatar¶VDLPVIRUWKLVOHYHORISKRWRUHDOLVPZLWKLWV1D¶YLSRSXODWLRQDQG-DNH¶VILUVW
experience in his alien body emphasises the detailing of his skin and eyes, and the 
dexterity of his facial movements. Like the unusual plants (and, later, creatures) 
ZKLFKLQKDELW3DQGRUDWKH1D¶YLDUHWKHXQUHDOUHQGHUHGUHDOLVWLFDOO\7KLVLVDQRWKHU
important factor to be explored in this chapter: the digital bodies examined here also 
aim to convey convincing, nuanced and ± above all ± human performances which 
retain the physicality and presence of the actor upon which the digital character is 
based. These films thus retain a resemblance to the real-world actor and this is also 
highlighted in Avatar2XU LQWURGXFWLRQ WR-DNH¶VDYDWDU WDkes place simultaneously 
ZLWK-DNH¶VILUVWHQFRXQWHUZLWKKLVEOXHGRSSHOJlQJHUDQGWKLVMX[WDSRVLWLRQSHUPLWV
us to marvel at the similarity between them (Figure 18). This is reinforced through 
dialogue, as Jake muses how the creature looks like his brother and Norm quickly 
FRUUHFWVKLPµ,WORRNVOLNH\RX¶7KHSRLQWLVHPSKDVLVHGIXUWKHUZKHQ-DNHLVILUVW
uploaded into the body and several mid to close-up shots occur focusing on his face 
ZKLFKJLYHVWLPHIRUWKHVSHFWDWRUWRDFNQRZOHGJH6DP:RUWKLQJWRQ¶s likeness.  
This shot choice is reminiscent of the opening to Final Fantasy analysed in the 
,QWURGXFWLRQ ZKLFK SRUWUD\HG WKH GHWDLOV RI $NL¶V IDFH LQ PLQXWH GHWDLO $V ZDV
mentioned then, this series of extreme close-ups is the spectacular attraction; the 
showcasing of digital effects technology which can now reproduce photorealist 
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human bodies. Indeed Final Fantasy and Avatar have another factor in common 
which provides the foundation for analysis in this chapter: namely, motion-capture 
technology which was used by both films to create the illusion. Avatar¶VRSHQLQJLV
an apt analogy for the process. In both cases the human performer provides the basis 
for the movement and appearance of the digital avatar: in Avatar this is achieved 
through the uploading RI -DNH¶V FRQVFLRXVQHVV LQWR D VHSDUDWH ERG\ LQ UHDOLW\
Worthington wore a special suit with markers which could record his physical 
movements on set. Avatar therefore draws further attention towards its own digital 
visual effects by self-reflexively estDEOLVKLQJD OLQNEHWZHHQ WKH FUHDWLRQRI -DNH¶V
1D¶YLGRXEOHZLWKLQ WKHQDUUDWLYHDQG WKHSKRWRUHDOLVWLFDOLHQIRU WKH ILOP¶VGLJLWDO
effects. There is, however, a major difference between what Final Fantasy achieved 
a few years earlier and the end result of the illusion in Avatar: where the former was 
widely criticised as summarised in my Introduction, the latter was widely praised for 
its use of digital effects and became one of the highest grossing film of all time. 
Final Fantasy evokes a sense of the technological uncanny far above and beyond the 
spectacular display of bodies in Avatar. This chapter will investigate what informs 
this reception and therefore how one may characterise the technological uncanny of 
the 21st Century.  
To draw out these points, this chapter will concentrate on a cycle of films which, like 
Final Fantasy, focus on the creation of photorealist human bodies within animated 
films. These films use motion-capture technology and were widely deemed uncanny 
by viewers in a manner I will argue is symptomatic of the technological uncanny. 
7KHVH ILOPV DUH WKRVH PDGH E\ 5REHUW =HPHFNLV¶V FRPSDQ\ ,PDJH0RYHUV ODWHU
named ImageMovers Digital) and include: The Polar Express (2004), Monster 
House (2006), Beowulf (2007), A Christmas Carol (2009) and Mars Needs Moms 
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(2011). For the main part of the analysis, I will focus on The Polar Express, Beowulf 
and A Christmas Carol as these films made the most extensive use of motion-capture 
technology and were directed by Zemeckis himself. 
 This chapter is divided into three main sections. First I outline the motion-capture 
process and its complex ontological properties. I will compare how other writers 
have approached the questions motion-capture poses for film theory in the digital age 
and highlight how uncanny tropes seep into these commentaries. Next, I summarise 
WKH UHYLHZV DQG UHDFWLRQV , KDYH FROODWHG RQ =HPHFNLV¶V PRWLRQ-captured films, 
outlining the recurring themes. It is here that the language of the uncanny re-emerges 
again, with many of the writers likening the digital human characters to eerie 
doubles, emotionless automatons and synthetic beings symptomatic of the uncanny 
valley. These comments shape the third section which outlines why these feelings 
emerge and is divided into four subsections. I argue Zemeckis is aware of the 
importance of making the digital characters appear human, and there are several 
strategies employed in these films to emphasise this fact including: stressing the 
humanness of the characters by establishing an indexical link WR WKH UHDO DFWRU¶V
performance; displacing the uncanny onto other non-human characters and locales; 
and conveying the physicality of the digital body through action sequences. I 
summarise these points through Mars Needs Moms and conclude it is, ironically, 
precisely these efforts which result in impressions of the uncanny for viewers.  
Motion-Capture Technology  
Stephen Prince notes that there are three ways an actor can inhabit the digital world 




of Avatar arriving on the digitally animated world of Pandora. The actor can be 
motion-captured to become a digital animated character her/himself, as Worthington 
GRHVZKHQ-DNHLVXSORDGHGLQWRKLV1D¶YLGRXEOH)LQDOO\WKHDQLPDWRUFDQDOVREH
DQDFWRUEHFDXVHWKHSURIHVVLRQDOµZKRFUHDWHVDGLJLWDOFKDUDFWHURQVFUHHQPXVWJLYH
a performance, expressed through the character as it is created, shaped, and given 
PRYHPHQW LQ WKH H[SUHVVLRQ RI IHHOLQJ DQG DWWLWXGH¶ 3ULQFH   ,Q WKLV
instance, the team of animators at Weta Digital, who recreated digitally the facial 
data collected during the motion-capture process for Avatar, would fall into this 
category. This chapter will focus on the second approach ± the motion-captured body 
± although, as the following description reveals, it can be difficult to keep these 
categories separate. Nevertheless, the motion-capture process is important to isolate 
for analysis because the technology raises the concerns of the index outlined in the 
previous chapter, and the language of the uncanny returns within both the 
scholarship engaging with this type of visual effect and, as shall be seen through 
=HPHFNLV¶VZRUN, in the reactions of film viewers.   
Motion-capture is the process whereby the movements of a person are recorded and 
used to form the basis of an animated character. The technology has been used in 
fields such as medical research, robotics, film and computer game design, with the 
basic premise remaining the same. Individuals wear skin-tight suits which are fitted 
with a series of reflective dots concentrated to mark the areas where major joints and 
muscles bend and contract during movement. These dots reflect infrared light back 
into the cameras surrounding the performance area, called the Volume, where the 
actors move and interact. This 360° stage space is relatively sparse and colourless, 
making room only for the suited actors and minimal objects which form an integral 
part of a scene. The technology has now developed to record facial movement, 
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where tKHWHUPµSHUIRUPDQFH-FDSWXUH¶LVSUHIHUUHG39 The collected data is then used 
to shape an animated body. As Jody Duncan and Lisa Fitzpatrick describe:  
By reFRUGLQJWKHVZDUPVRIGRWVWKHPRWLRQLV³FDSWXUHG´DQGFDQWKHQEH
edited, refined, combined with backgrounds and other virtual elements, and 
WKHQSOD\HGEDFNGD\VRUHYHQPRQWKVODWHUWREULQJWKHDFWRUV¶SHUIRUPDQFHV
back to life (Duncan and Fitzpatrick, 2010, 16).  
Motion-capture is, in essence, a digitised version of rotoscoping40 although the 
WHFKQRORJ\¶VLQFUHDVHGXVHLQDYDULHW\RIILOPV± including The Mummy (1999) and 
Happy Feet (2006) ± highlights its importance in defining the digital age. Andy 
6HUNLV¶VFDUHHUKDVEHHQLQVWUXPHQWDOLQWKLV%HJLQQLQJZLWK*ROOXPLQThe Lord of 
the Rings series (2001-3), Serkis has played motion-captured characters in King 
Kong (2005), Rise of the Planet of the Apes (2011), The Adventures of Tintin (2011) 
and Dawn of the Planet of the Apes DQG ,VKDOO UHIHU WR6HUNLV¶VZRUNDVD
FRXQWHUSRLQW WR =HPHFNLV¶V XVH RI WKH WHFKQRORJ\ 6HUNLV¶V FDUHHU DV D VHOI-
SURFODLPHG µF\EHU-WKHVSLDQ¶ LOOXPLQDWHV KRZ PRWLRQ-capture is difficult to 
conceptualise: it is both the recording of live-action actors and a digital visual effect 
which is completed by animators ± WKH WKLUG RI 3ULQFH¶V FDWHJRULHV 7KLV VWUDQJH
ontology is captured by Duncan and Fitzpatrick above, when they highlight how 
motion-FDSWXUHEULQJV µWKHDFWRUV¶ SHUIRUPDQFHEDFN WR OLIH¶7KH LQIHUHQFHKHUH LV
that the technology enables a virtual re-animation of the dead; there is an uncanny 
tension between the animate and inanimate which further complicates the distinction 
between the live-action recording of an actor and the role of animation, as discussed 
                                                          
39
 Zemeckis pioneered performance-capture, advancing the technology in A Christmas Carol to the 
point ZKHUHHYHU\DVSHFWRIWKHDFWRU¶VPRYHPHQWVLVUHFRUGHGH[FHSWWKHWRQJXHAvatar used a form 
of performance-capture except the facial data was recorded using individual cameras mounted on 
headsets.  
40
 As Tom Ambrose notes, motion-FDSWXUHLVµURWRVFRSLQJ¶VIODVK\FRXVLQ¶$PEURVH:LWKWKH 
WHFKQLTXHµVHTXHQFHVWREHDQLPDWHGFRXOGEHILOPHGLQOLYHDFWLRQDQGWKHQEORZQ-up frames would 
EHWUDFHGDQGSDLQWHGRYHUWRWXUQWKHPLQWRDQLPDWHGSLFWXUHV¶:KLWHKHDG7KHWHFKQLTXH
was famously used in Snow White (1937).  
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in the last chapter. Vivian Sobchack highlights this complexity in her analysis of 
Final Fantasy6REFKDFNREVHUYHVKRZ WKH ILOPFUHDWHV D µGHDWKOLIH¶RI DQLPDWLRQ
UHYHUVLQJ $ODQ &KRORGHQNR¶V WHUP µOLIHGHDWK¶ FRLQHG WR GHVFULEH WKH LQKHUHQW
uncanny quality of animation which always embodies its opposite; that of 
LQDQLPDWHQHVV6REFKDFN6REFKDFNXWLOLVHVWKHWHUPµGHDWKOLIH¶LQVWHDG
to reflect the negative reactions Final Fantasy evokes. This uncanniness ± which was 
RXWOLQHG LQ P\ ,QWURGXFWLRQ WKURXJK YLHZHUV¶ UHDFWLRQ WR WKH ILOP ± stems, in 
6REFKDFN¶VYLHZIURPDGLVFRQQHFWEHWZHHQLWVYLVXDODQGQDUUDWLYHSUHPLVHV7KH
VWRU\FRQFHUQVWKHµVSLULWVZLWKLQ¶EXWWKHILOP¶VDHVWKHWLFVSURPRWHWKHSUemise that 
photorealistic effects can be achieved without the need for real actors: the rejection, 
WKHUHIRUHRIWKHLGHDWKDWSKRWRUHDOLVWLFSURWDJRQLVWVQHHGWRHPERG\DµVSLULW¶± i.e., 
be real ± in order to look real.    
Final Fantasy fails because it appears too realistic to be animation, and not realistic 
enough to be live-DFWLRQ HYRNLQJ D µGHDWKOLIH¶ LPSUHVVLRQ for viewers. However, 
FRQFHQWUDWLQJVROHO\RQWKHILOP¶VDHVWKHWLFVPLVVHVWKHWUXHUHDVRQLQJZK\WKHILOP
is specifically uncanny: Final FantasyMXVWOLNHWKH=HPHFNLV¶VILOPVH[SORUHGLQWKLV
chapter, was made using motion-FDSWXUH 7KLV IDFW PDNHV 6REFKDFN¶V µGHDWKOLIH¶
remark even more poignant; Final Fantasy is uncanny because the film utilises a 
WHFKQRORJ\ZKLFKDEVWUDFWVUHDODFWRUV¶SHUIRUPDQFHVDQGWKHQEULQJVWKHVHµEDFNWR
OLIH¶ 'XQFDQ DQG )LW]SDWULFN ODWHU LQ WKH SURFHVV WR DSSHDU SKRWRUHDOLVWLF Final 
Fantasy¶VXQFDQQLQHVV is actually a response evoked by human performance which 
has been recorded, uploaded and shaped using digital technology. It is not surprising 
that Sobchack does not draw the link to motion-capture in her analysis because Final 
Fantasy¶V XVH RI LW ZDV QRW ZLGHO\ SXEOLFLVHG LQGHHG WKH ILOP¶V DGYHUWLVLQJ DQG
discussion in the popular press emphasises only the power of the digital technology 
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involved in the illusion. Jessica Aldred notes that the absence of the motion-capture 
information in Final Fantasy¶V SURPRWLRQ DSSHDUV GHOLEHUDWH DV WKH UKHWRULF 
VXUURXQGLQJ WKH ILOP µVXSSUHVVHV¶ WKH UHDO KXPDQVZKRZHUH LQWHgral to the digital 
FKDUDFWHUV¶FUHDWLRQLQFOXGLQJWKHPDLQSURWDJRQLVW$NL$OGUHGH[SODLQV 
Far from being a purely synthetic synthespian, made of nothing more than 
ones and zeroes, Aki is actually a decidedly hybrid assemblage of human and 
technical interventions, one of which ² motion capture ² actually makes 
her a kind of precursor to the digital characters of The Polar Express, for all 
that her promotional materials would seek to suggest otherwise (Aldred, 
2011, 4).  
The promotional material outlineG LQ P\ ,QWURGXFWLRQ VXSSRUWV $OGUHG¶V
REVHUYDWLRQV $ W\SLFDO SLHFH LV UHSUHVHQWHG E\ 0LFKDHO 3HWURX ZKR ZULWHV µ,GHDO
pin-up girl anything but real: Don't be fooled, movie star Aki Ross is entirely 
FRPSXWHU JHQHUDWHG¶ 3HWURX  Final Fantasy¶V SURmotion effectively erases 
WKH UROH KXPDQ SHUIRUPDQFH SOD\HG LQ $NL¶V FUHDWLRQ DOWKRXJK WKLV UDLVHV WKH
TXHVWLRQGRHVNQRZOHGJHRIWKHILOP¶VPRWLRQ-FDSWXUHDIIHFWWKHILOP¶VXQFDQQLQHVV"
, DUJXH WKDW LW GRHV EHFDXVH WKLV µK\EULG DVVHPEODJH RI KXPDQ DQG WHchnical 
LQWHUYHQWLRQV¶FRPSOLFDWHVWKHILOP¶VRQWRORJLFDOPDNH-up, highlighting how motion-
capture itself is a technological in-between, a fusion between pro-filmic ideals and 
WKH GLJLWDO DQLPDWRU¶V FUHDWLYH SURZHVV 7KH WHFKQRORJ\ HQFRPSDVVHV PDQ\ RI WKH
debates on the index outlined in the last chapter and commentaries contemplating 
motion-capture tellingly use uncanny imagery in their conceptualisations. Livia 
Monnet draws this link most overtly by analysing Final Fantasy LQWHUPVRI)UHXG¶V
uncanny. In a manner similar to my articulation of the technological uncanny, 




body which is comparable to Final Fantasy¶V $NL ZKRVH UROH VKH DUJXHV LV DOVR
disenfranchised (Monnet, 2004, 97).  
7KLV UHSUHVVLRQ LV HQDFWHG DJDLQVW WKH EDFNGURS RI $NL¶V PRWLRQ-captured creation 
ZKLFK 0RQQHW FKDUDFWHULVHV LQ WHUPV RI WKH LQGH[ µFRPSXWHU-animated trace of a 
UHDO UHIHUHQWLDOPRYHPHQW¶ 0RQQHWZULWHV WKDW WKH ILOP¶VGLJLWDO ILJXUHV DUH
µXQGHDG GLJLWDO YDPSLUHV RU ]RPELHV¶ EHFDXVH µWKH ILOP¶V &*, KXPDQV OLWHUDOO\
³YDPSLUL]H´ WKH PRWLRQ-FDSWXUH DFWRUV ZKR PRGHOOHG WKHP¶  7KLV NQRZOHGJH
impacts reception of the film as an animation with indexical movement and 
photorealistic animation. For Monnet, the uncanniness stems from the dissonance 
between the vitality Aki et al are given on-screen, and the difficulty in seeing the 
indexical trace from the motion-FDSWXUH µD disappearance of the materiality and 
sovereignty of life¶ &KDSWHURXWOLQHG WKLVYHU\GLIILFXOW\KLJKOLJKWLQJKRZ
cinema also relies on the iconic signifiers of photography (that the image looks like 
the object) and Chapter 3 discussed how the now-familiar aesthetics of analogue are 
continued in the digital age for this reason. Final Fantasy¶V PRWLRQ-capture 
FRPSOLFDWHV WKHVHGLVWLQFWLRQVDQG/LVD%RGHDJUHHVQRWLQJ WKDW0RQQHW¶VYDPSLUH
metaphor is an appropriate way to begin to think about motion-FDSWXUH¶VUHODWLRQVKLS
to the real. She writes:          
A vampire is an undead creature: having all the form of a human being but no 
µVRXO¶ DQG IHHGLQJRII WKH OLYLQJ IRU LWV FRQWLQXHGDQLPDWLRQ ,Q FRQWUDVW D
µKDXQWHG¶ RU µSRVVHVVHG¶ LPDge implies the incursion of spirit or liveliness 
into an inanimate object, implying an excess of animation beyond that which 
the lines of the figure can bear (Bode, 2006, 177).  




which to analyse Final Fantasy¶V FKDUDFWHUV DQG WKH UHVSRQVHV WKH\ HYRNH <HW ,
ZRXOGQRWGLVPLVV WKLV LGHDRI µKDXQWLQJ¶ DOWRJHWKHU7KH Final Fantasy characters 
are, in a sense, haunting doubles of their real-world counterparts, shadows or 
reflections now captured in digital form. This trace may not be visible ± the 
characters do not bear an iconic resemblance to their real-world counterparts ± but 
this invisibility is alVR WKH UHVXOW RI WKH ILOP¶V SXEOLFLW\ FDPSDLJQ ,QWHUHVWLQJO\
Monnet does not draw the conclusion that, in this sense, Aki is repressed twice: once 
E\WKHILOP¶VSDWULDUFKDOQDUUDWLYHDQGDJDLQE\WKHILOP¶VDGYHUWLVLQJZKLFKIRFXVHV
on the (male) animatRUV¶ DFKLHYHPHQWV 'XQFDQ  ,Q GHQ\LQJ $NL¶V PRWLRQ-
captured origins, Final Fantasy suffers from a double haunting, as Aldred explains:  
[By] VXSSUHVVLQJ WKHPXOWLSOH³UHDO´ERGLHV WKDW³GULYH´$NLFinal Fantasy 
may have ensured they would come back WR KDXQW KHU  7KLV ³FRUSRUHDO
KDXQWLQJ´  SUREOHPDWL]HV HDV\ YLHZHU LGHQWLILFDWLRQ SURPSWLQJ DQ
unsettling reflection upon the ambiguity of the animated body (Aldred, 2011, 
4).  
,PDJHVRIKDXQWLQJDUHDOVRSUHVHQWERWKLQWKHUHFHSWLRQRI=HPHFNLV¶V films and in 
WKH GLUHFWRU¶V VWUDWHJLHV IRU FRQWUROOLQJ WKH XQFDQQ\ DV H[SORUHG EHORZ +DXQWLQJ
IXUWKHU LQIRUPV 6HUNLV¶V H[SODQDWLRQ RI WKH WHFKQLTXH 6HUNLV ZULWHV RI KLV ILUVW
motion-FDSWXUHVHVVLRQDV*ROOXPµ:KDWDEX]],QVWDQWO\LWPDGHVHQVH, was in 
a totally virtual world of my own. I began to realise the potential for some pretty 
VXEWOH XQGHUVWDWHG µF\EHU-DFWLQJ¶¶ 6HUNLV   6HUNLV PDLQWDLQV WKDW WKH
WHFKQRORJ\GHPDQGV µSXUH WUXWKIXO DFWLQJ¶ EXW UHIHUV WRKLPVHOIDVD µF\EHU-
WKHVSLDQ¶,QWKLVZD\6HUNLVHTXDWHVPRWLRQ-capture to live-action acting (like 
3ULQFH EXW WKH SK\VLFDOLW\ RI KLV SHUIRUPDQFH LV YLUWXDO 6HUNLV¶V SUHVHQFH LV




visual effect composited to interact with pro-filmic actors. Scott Balcerzak 
LOOXPLQDWHV WKLV SRLQW WKURXJK DQ DQDO\VLV RI 6HUNLV¶V ZRUN DUJXLQJ WKDW PRWLRQ-
capture does not enable a straightforward digitisation of the human body but rather 
WKH UHPRYDO RI WKH SK\VLFDO ERG\ DOWRJHWKHU LQ IDYRXU RI DQ DFWRU¶V HOHFWURQLF
presence: the motion-FDSWXUHGERG\µFDQWUDQVFHQGWKHERGLO\DQGPRYHFRPSOHWHO\
into the realm of the spectraO¶ %DOFHU]DN   7KH LQGH[LFDO SRWHQWLDO RI
motion-capture becomes a form of spirit or, in BDOFHU]DN¶V WHUPV DQ µDXUD¶ >7he] 
HIIHFWRQVFUHHQKHOSVWRKXPDQLVHWKHVSHFLDOHIIHFWVSHUIRUPDQFHE\µJKRVWLQJ¶WKH
actor as a tangible presence. Mo-cap provides a major step in supplying corporeality 
WRWKHDUWLILFLDOO\DQLPDWHGE\DIIL[LQJWKHDXUDRIDERG\¶)RU%DOFHU]DNWKH
metaphor of haunting provides a precise tool with which to understand the 
experience of viewing the motion-captured body. In this characterisation of the 
WHFKQRORJ\DQDEVWUDFWLRQRIWKHRULJLQDODFWRU¶VIRUPLVUHWDLQHGLQVRPHFDSDFLW\
IRU%DOFHU]DNWKLVWUDFHLVDQµDXUD¶EXWIRU0RQQHWDQG%RGHLWLVPRUHDIRUFHDNLQ
to vampiric reanimation of the dead.  
Barry King takes these arguments one step further. In his analysis of Avatar, King 
points to the difficulty in maintaining the indexical claim for motion-capture, 
OLNHQLQJWKHSURFHVVUDWKHUWRDIRUPRIGLJLWDOµSURVWKHVLV¶DFRPSDULVRQDOVRPDGH
by Bode (Bode, 20.LQJQRWHVWKDWWKH1D¶YLDUHOHVVLQGH[LFDOWUDFHVRIWKHLUUHDO
motion-FDSWXUHG DFWRUV WKDQ LFRQLF UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV µVLQFH WKH\ DUH EDVHG RQ
UHVHPEODQFHV¶ .LQJ   .LQJ DUJXHV WKDW Avatar encourages such a 
comparison through its narrative of transformation, which is represented by the scene 
RSHQLQJ WKLV FKDSWHU .LQJ VWDWHV WKDW WKH WHFKQRORJ\ FRQYHUWV µH[WHUQDO UHIHUHQFH
into internal reference as a self-FRQWDLQHGUHDOLW\¶,Q.LQJ¶VYLHZAvatar may 




idea of transformation is highlighted by Tanine Allison who likens motion-capture to 
a form of metamorphosis. Interestingly, Allison defends motion-FDSWXUH¶V LQGH[LFDO
abilities, arguing that the technology represents a fusion of the index and icon in the 
digital age, whereby the indexical can become animation (in her example Serkis as 
.LQJ.RQJDQGµDQLQVWDQWLDWLRQRI DQLPDWLRQWKDWWDNHVWKHIRUPRIWKHLQGH[LFDO¶
the animated character that maintains the shape and movement of the original 
performer (Allison, 2011, 335). Allison calls this hybrid form of indexicality a 
µWUDQVODWLRQ¶ DQG QRWHV WKH FRQQHFWLRQ WKH WHUP KDV WR WKH LGHD RI PDJLF µ0RWLRQ
capture seems almost to be a kind of metamorphosis, a profound change in form that 
ZDVRQFHDWWULEXWHGWRZLWFKFUDIWRU WKHVXSHUQDWXUDO¶7RP*XQQLQJGUDZVD
similar link, commenting on the shared history between viVXDOHIIHFWVDQGµ:HVWHUQ
WUDGLWLRQVRIPDJLFDQGWHFKQRORJ\¶*XQQLQJ,QWKLVLQVWDQFH*XQQLQJ
traces a lineage between the motion-captured body and older forms of mechanised 
bodies, like the ancient legend of the clay figure animated by Rabbi Loew. The 
UHODWLRQVKLS LV KLJKOLJKWHG E\ WKH DSW VLPLODULW\ EHWZHHQ WKH QDPHV µ*ROOXP¶ DQG
µ*ROHP¶ 
In each of these cases, these writers use the language of the uncanny to conceptualise 
motion-capture and to help portray the experience of viewing this type of digital 
ERG\ 7KHVH WKHRULVWV HYRNH LPDJHV RI KDXQWLQJ RI µGHDWKOLIH¶ WKH VSHFWUDO
vampires, doppelgängers, metamorphosis and magic in order to characterise the 
nature of the motion-capture process. In one sense motion-capture represents 
continuity in the digital age to previous cinematic practices: the need for actors ± as 
performers and animators ± remains. Yet it also portrays how digital technology 
complicates notions of the index, which is central to conceptualisations of motion-
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capture. With the exception of Aldred, all of the writers quoted refer to the use of 
motion-capture as a visual effect within a live-action film, as with Avatar and 
6HUNLV¶V ZRUN 7KHVH FRPPHQWDULHV GR QRW DQDO\VH =HPHFNLV¶V PRWLRQ-captured 
films, aside from some brief mentions (King) or as a point of comparison (Aldred). 
7KLV LV LQP\YLHZ DQ RYHUVLJKW =HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV DUH LPSRUWDQW FRQWULEXWLRQV WR
this discussion because they form a bridge between early uses of the technology in 
Final Fantasy and its increased popularity in live-action films like Avatar. Like 
Final Fantasy, the Zemeckis films use the technology for the purposes of animation 
but, unlike the US-Japanese science-fiction, The Polar Express et al self-consciously 
emphasise the motion-capture used in their creation. Like Avatar, the Zemeckis films 
do this in part by self-reflexively thematising the motion-capture process but, unlike 
WKH &DPHURQ ILOP =HPHFNLV¶V FUHDWLRQV FRQFHQWUDWH RQ WKH GHSLFWLRQ RI WKH
photorealistic human body, as opposed to alien ones.  
With this emphasis on the human body specifically, the Zemeckis motion-captured 
films form an integral part of the technological uncanny for the digital age. This is 
indicated by the uncanny tropes already used for describing the motion-capture 
process ± as analysed above ± and how this uncanniness has a complex relationship 
to notions of the pro-filmic and indexical, animation and visual effects. This is 
marked in the audience reception WRZDUGV =HPHFNLV¶V FUHDWLRQV ZKLFK FDQ EH
broadly interpreted as reactions of the uncanny. I will now turn to this reception, 
analysing the language used by viewers and highlighting how several uncanny tropes 
± and in particular the figure of the double and the automaton ± are recurrent. 
Through close analysis RIWKHVHUHDFWLRQV,ZLOOVKRZKRZ=HPHFNLV¶VILOPVH[WHQG
the discussion on how to conceptualise motion-capture and how the technological 
uncanny is an integral part of this process. By using motion-capture technology in 
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the service of animation ± rather than live-DFWLRQDVZLWK6HUNLV¶VUROHV± Zemeckis 
brings to the fore the slippage in boundaries repressed by Final Fantasy. The 
XQFDQQLQHVVRI=HPHFNLV¶VSURMHFWVH[LVWVLQWKHOLPLQDOJDSEHWZHHQOLYH-action and 
photorealistic animation; between the mutability of visual effects and the indexical 
claims of motion-capture; and, most importantly of all, in the construction of a 
realistic human body which exists in an entirely digital diegesis but is anchored to 
the performance of a real actor.     
The ReceSWLRQRI5REHUW=HPHFNLV¶VMotion-Captured Films  
The Polar Express LVDQDGDSWDWLRQRI&KULV9DQ$OOVEXUJ¶VERRNDQGWHOOVWKH
VWRU\RI µ+HUR%R\¶ZKRGRXEWV6DQWD&ODXV LV UHDO$P\VWHULRXV WUDLQDUULYHV WR
take him and other children to the NorWK3ROHWRYDOLGDWH6DQWD¶VH[LVWHQFHDQGUHQHZ
WKHFKLOGUHQ¶VFROOHFWLYH&KULVWPDVVSLULWV7KHILOP¶VLPSRUWDQFHLQWKHGHYHORSPHQW
of motion-capture technology is reflectHG E\ WKH ILOP¶V UHYLHZV ZKLFK QRWH it 
µFRQVWLWXWHVDWHFKQRORJLFDOEUHDNWKURXJK¶/D6DOOHDQGVHWVDQHZµWHFKQLFDO
EHQFKPDUN IRU WKH LQGXVWU\¶ &OLIIRUG 41. There is a consensus amongst the 
responses I have collected that The Polar Express marks a turning point in digital 
technology which, as Jeff Otto succinctly puts it, µLQ WLPH FRXOG H[KLELW HQGOHVV 
SRVVLELOLWLHV¶ 2WWR  +RZHYHU WKHVH YLHZHUV VWUXJJOH WR UHFRQFLOH WKH
ontological complexity of motion-capture with the aesthetic end-result of the film, 
and this discrepancy gives rise to feelings of the uncanny. James Plath struggles to 
HQJDJH ZLWK WKH ILOP¶V FKDUDFWHUV EHFDXVH µZH¶UH DOZD\V FRQVFLRXV WKDW ZH¶UH
ZDWFKLQJ D SURFHVV RQ GLVSOD\¶ DQG WKLV µGLVSOD\¶ KH ZULWHV µHQGV XS IDOOLQJ
somewhere in the cracks between animation and live-DFWLRQ¶ 3ODWK  ,DQ 
                                                          
41
 7KLVLVUHIOHFWHGDJDLQE\WKHILOP¶VSODFHPHQWRQCinefex¶Vth anniversary issue which celebrates 
the achievements of the visual effects industry.   
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1DWKDQ FRQFXUV QRWLQJ µ7KHUH LV VRPH GLVSXWH RYHU ZKHWKHU LW¶V H[DFWO\ DQ
DQLPDWHGILOP¶1DWKDQDQG0DWWKHZ7XUQHUDJUHHVREVHUYLQJWKDWWKHILOP¶V
µUHVXOWLQJ ³UHDOLW\´ LV ERWK XQQHUYLQJ DQG DZH-LQVSLULQJ¶ 7XUQHU  0DUF
6DYORYZULWHVµWKHUH¶VDOVRDEL]DUUHSDOSDEOHVHQVHRIXQHDVHOXUNLQJMXVWEHORZWKH
VXUIDFH¶6DYORY-DPHV.HQGULFNHFKRHVWKHVHVHQWLPHQWV 
>=HPHFNLV¶V@ &*, UHFUHDWLRQV IDOO LQWR D VWUDQJH QHWKHUZRUOG EHWZHHQ WKH
believable and the unbelievable, the real and tKH DQLPDWHG 7KH\¶UH QHLWKHU
here nor there, which is the source of their unsettling creepiness (Kendrick, 
2004).   
,QDOOWKHH[DPSOHV,KDYHFROOHFWHGYLHZHUVZKRH[SUHVVWKLVµVHQVHRIXQHDVH¶DQG
µFUHHSLQHVV¶ WRZDUGV WKH ILOP XQDQLPRXVO\ LGHQWLI\ WKH portrayal of the human 
FKDUDFWHUVDVWKHVRXUFHRIWKLVXQFDQQLQHVVµ7KHILUVWDQGSRVVLEO\ELJJHVWSUREOHP
one which continues throughout the entire film, is a flaw within the animation of the 
FKDUDFWHUV¶2WWR2WKHUFULWLFVDJUHHWKHµKXPDQVDppear almost but not quite 
UHDO¶ 3XFFLR, 2007 RU DOWHUQDWLYHO\ µDOPRVW-but-not-TXLWH KXPDQ¶ /\EDUJHU
2004). The motion-FDSWXUHG FKDUDFWHUV DUH µHVVHQWLDOO\ OLIHOHVV¶ 5RWHQ  µD
OLWWOHWRRFUHHS\IRUFRPIRUW¶'XMVLNµZKRVHIDFHVDUHD OLWWOH³WRRUHDO´IRU
DQLPDWLRQ¶0F(ZHQ5RJHU(EHUWQRWHV WKHFKDUDFWHUV µGRQ¶W ORRNUHDOEXW
WKH\GRQ¶WORRNXQUHDOHLWKHU¶(EHUWDQG5HEHFFD0XUUD\REVHUYHVWKDWµWKH
³SHRSOH´ ZKR SRSXODWH The Polar Express are more frightening than life-OLNH¶
(Murray, 2004). The uncanny experience of The Polar Express emerges as result of 
acknowledging the complexities in conceptualising the motion-capture technology. 
The human characters embody this difficulty, as they blur the boundaries between 
live-DFWLRQ DQG DQLPDWLRQ ZKDW LV µUHDO¶ DQG ZKDW LV DUWLVWLF UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ 7KLV
experience of the liminal is an experience of the uncanny: the unease and intrigue 
triggered when these familiar borders no longer seem so rigid and distinct. The 
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writers effectively convey their experience by relying on metaphors of the in-
EHWZHHQ UHIOHFWLQJKRZ WKHXQFDQQ\ UHVLGHV LQ WKH µFUDFNV¶ µWKHQHWKHUZRUOG¶DQG
µOXUNLQJMXVWEHORZWKHVXUIDFH¶ 
The uncanniness of The Polar Express DVDILOPRIWKHµLQ-EHWZHHQ¶LValso marked 
through comparisons to other live-action and animated films, including those from 
=HPHFNLV¶V RHXYUH (PDQXHO /HY\ VHHV D FRPSDULVRQ EHWZHHQ =HPHFNLV¶V HDUOLHU
work on Who Framed Roger Rabbit? (Levy, 2004) and Roger Ebert highlights The 
Polar Express as another collaboration between Zemeckis and Tom Hanks since 
Forrest Gump (Ebert, 2004). The latter was live-action and part of the attraction of 
The Polar Express LV VHHLQJ +DQNV¶V SHUIRUPDQFH WUDQVIRUPHG LQWR DQLPDWLRQ
(Papamichael, 2004; Hill, 2004; Cline, 2004; Lowerison, 2004; Park, 2004). Final 
Fantasy LVLGHQWLILHGDVWKHILOP¶VSUHGHFHVVRU2WWR5RRQH\&OLIIRUG
2004; Grimm, 2004; Bowen, 2004) and The Polar Express is compared to Pixar 
animations (Nathan, 2004; Lybarger, 2004, Wright, 2004; Grimm, 2004; Snider, 
2UQGRUI0DQRKOD'DUJLVXVHV3L[DU¶VThe Incredibles (2004, released 
the same week as The Polar ExpressDQG6HUNLV¶VSHUIRUPDQFHWRDQDO\VHWKHILOP
µ:LWK WKHLU GHQDWXUHG SK\VLRJQRP\ WKH KXPDQ FKDUDFWHUV LQ Polar Express GRQ¶W
just look less alive than Gollum; they look less alive than the cartoon family in Brad 
%LUG¶VIncredibles¶'DUJLV$FRPSDULVRQLVDOVRPDGHWR&DPHURQ¶VHDUOLHU
ZRUNDOVRDQDO\VHGHDUOLHUµ/LNHTitanic, The Polar Express is a CGI marvel, but 
WKHFKDUDFWHUVDUHDERXWDVZDUPDVWKHVHWWLQJ¶3ODWK8).  
Comparing The Polar Express to both live-action and animated films emphasises the 
difficulty in classifying motion-FDSWXUH 7KH ILOP¶V XQFDQQ\ KXPDQV DUH OLQNHG WR
this crisis of ontology and there is one metaphor which appears frequently within the 
responses which demonstrates this: the machine. This trope is used in two ways: it is 
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employed to emphasise the mechanical impression of the human characters to the 
viewer; and the idea stresses the awareness of spectators towards the machines 
needed to create the photorealist aesthetic ± the recognition of the mechanisms 
behind the illusion. The idea of the machine thus provides the tool with which 
writers conceptualise both the symptom (the human characters) and the cause (the 
motion-capture technology) of The Polar Express¶VXQFDQQLQHVV'HVVRQ7KRPVRQ
UHPDUNV µ7KHUH LV OLIH LQ WKHPDFKLQH DQGPDFKLQH LQ WKHVH OLYHV  D IDVFLQDWLQJ
intersection between the real and computeri]HG¶ 7KRPVRQ  7KH XQFDQQ\
VXJJHVWLRQ WKDW D PDFKLQH PD\ KDYH µOLIH¶ RU WKH OLYLQJ PD\ EH PHFKDQLFDO LV
UHLQIRUFHG WKURXJK WKH ILOP¶V PLVH-en-scène which features an array of clockwork 
PHFKDQLVPV DV &\QWKLD )XFKV REVHUYHV µ7KH LGHD RI WKH PDFKLQe extends 
throughout The Polar Express, from the train to the mechanical Santas that bother 
Hero Boy to the factory at the North Pole. Here the machine is everywhere and not a 
OLWWOHPHQDFLQJ¶)XFKV7KLVPHFKDQLFDOSUHVHQFHLVIHOWPRVWYLYLGO\LQ the 
moving human bodies, which are described as robots (Aronsky, 2004); mechanical 
objects (Snider, 2004); virtual beings (Bowen, 2004); as digital versions of the 
android replacements in The Stepford Wives (Rooney, 2004; Lybarger, 2004); and as 
the latter combined with the central trope of the uncanny ± WKHDXWRPDWRQµWKHUHVXOW
LV UDWKHU FUHHS\ ZLWK PRVW RI WKH ³KXPDQV´ FRPLQJ RII DV OLWWOH PRUH WKDQ VOLFN
DXWRPDWRQV-XVWFDOOWKLV7KH6WHSIRUG0RYLH¶%UXQVRQ 
0DWW%UXQVRQ¶VFRQWHQWLRQWKDW WKHKXPDQVDUHOLNHµVOLFNDXWRPDWRQV¶VLJQDOVKRZ
The Polar Express engages in the longer history and cinematic context of the 
technological uncanny. The uncanny experience evoked from viewing the synthetic 
but photorealistic humans of The Polar Express is evocative of those 18th and 19th 
Century endeavours to create an artificial but realistic-looking human body through 
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mechanical means, as described in Chapter 1. The technological uncanny evoked 
from watching The Polar Express is precisely that: the uncanniness of technology 
which attempts to depict photorealistic human bodies without using traditional 
processes for achieving live-action recordings. The digital machine is part of this 
XQFDQQ\H[SHULHQFH7KHRWKHUµSDUW¶RIWKLVH[SHULHQFHUHYHDOV WKHRSSRsite is also 
true: The Polar Express UHYHDOVWKHERG\WREHPHFKDQLFDOWRRWRKDYHWKHµPDFKLQH
LQWKHVHOLYHV¶7KRPVRQ 
The responses outlined above comment not only on how the robotic human 
characters appear too realistic, but how the digital effects are not real enough: the 
ERGLHV VHHP µOLIHOHVV¶ RU µVRXOOHVV¶ 7KH SKRWRUHDOLVW DHVWKHWLF GRHV QRW KLGH WKH
traces of its mechanical construction ± indeed, Zemeckis emphasises it ± and this 
reminder highlights the strange doubling which occurs throughout the motion-
capture process. The technology provides the digital image with a trace, an 
LPSUHVVLRQRI WKHDFWRU¶VPRYHPHQWVRQ WKHSHUIRUPDQFHVWDJH<HW WKHSURFHVVRI
physically marking the actor with the reflective dots and placing emphasis on the 
MRLQWVIUDJPHQWV WKHERG\¶VPRYHPHQWVGRZQWRLWVHVVHQWLDOIXQFWLRQV7KHUHLVDQ
DQDORJ\ KHUH ZLWK 0X\EULGJH¶V DQG 0DUH\¶V UHFRUGLQJ RI PRWLRQ DV GHVFULEHG LQ
Chapter 2, and Allison illuminates the link: these early photographic experiments 
VKDUHWKHµLQWHUQDOORJLF¶RIPRWLRQ-FDSWXUHEHFDXVHµ>MXVW@DVDSKRWRJUDSKFDSWXUHV
a moment on film, mo-FDSDWWHPSWVWRFDSWXUHDXWKHQWLFPRYHPHQW¶$OOLVRQ
335). I would push this observation further and argue that motion-capture does not 
MXVWµFDSWXUH¶PRYement, so much as dissect the body and then re-build these parts ± 
through the conversion into digital code ± LQ RUGHU WR DFKLHYH WKH µDXWKHQWLF
PRYHPHQW¶7KHPRWLRQ-capture suit becomes a double for the flesh which stretches 
over these inner workings, and the data recording during the capturing session helps 
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to metaphorically peel this skin back, to remind us that the body is also a machine. 
/LNH WKH WULFN SKRWRJUDSK\ LQ 0pOLqV¶V ILOPV PRWLRQ-capture acts an uncanny 
UHPLQGHURIWHFKQRORJ\¶VDELOLW\WRUHnder the body mechanical, as well as revealing 
WKDWWKHERG\LVDOUHDG\DµPDFKLQH¶ 
The unsatisfied reactions outlined above evoke images of the in-between and the 
mechanical because the film is both too realistic ± it visually exceeds the 
expectationVRIWKHµVXEYHUVLYHQHVV¶:HOOVDQG+DUGVWaff, 2008) of animation ± and 
is QRWUHDOHQRXJKWKHLPDJHU\ODFNVWKHQXDQFHRIWKHERG\¶VUHDOZRUNLQJSDUWVDQG 
its movement which motion-capture promises to preserve. The machine metaphor is 
thus more accuratHWKDQDOOXVLRQVWRµPDJLF¶$OOLVRQDQGWKHµYDPSLULF¶0RQQHW
the bodies of The Polar Express are not uncanny because they are simply ethereal or 
supernatural, but because they are a combination of organic movement and 
mechanical reproduction of perfoUPDQFH %DOFHU]DN¶V FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ RI PRWLRQ-
FDSWXUHDVWKHWUDQVIRUPDWLRQRIWKHDFWRULQWRDµNLQHWLFDXUD¶%DOFHU]DN
comes the closest to correlating to the above language used by critics. The uncanny 
valley is an apt concept to apply to this experience of viewing the motion-captured 
body, as the theory refers both to the mechanisation of the body as well as the 
humanisation of technology within the larger context of robotics. As explored in the 
previous chapter, the uncanny valley was popularised after its translation into 
(QJOLVKDQGWKHUHFHSWLRQRI=HPHFNLV¶VILOPVKHOSVWRWUDFHWKHZLGHQLQJXVDJHRI
the term. In the commentaries collected on The Polar Express, only one writer 
explicitly refers to the concept. Andrew Wright writes: 
ForZDUGJD]LQJVRIWZDUHZRQNVDQGJDPLQJJHHNVKDYHORQJGLVFXVVHG³WKH
XQFDQQ\ YDOOH\´ D EX]]ZRUG WHUP GHVFULELQJ KRZ WKH XVH RI QHZ-fangled 
CGI technology to replicate humanity has resulted in unintentionally 
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unsettling imagery. The Polar Express ... wallows in this valley (Wright, 
2004).  
$V:ULJKW¶VUHIHUHQFHLPSOLHVWKHXVHRIWHUPDWWKHILOP¶VUHOHDVHLQZDVVWLOO
quite specialist and restricted to groups with a special interest in digital technology. 
7KLVFKDQJHV IRU=HPHFNLV¶VRWKHU ILOPVZKHUe the uncanny valley is increasingly 
used as a shorthand to express the anxieties described above. Beowulf (2007) was 
=HPHFNLV¶VQH[WPRWLRQ-capture film which is an adaptation of the Old English epic 
poem. The film tells the story of Beowulf who fights the monster Grendal and 
EHFRPHV NLQJ DIWHU HQWHULQJ D GHDGO\ SDFW ZLWK *UHQGDO¶V VHGXFWLYH PRWKHU 7KH
reception of Beowulf is very similar to that of The Polar Express: the photorealistic 
animation was uneasy for viewers to watch and the human characters weUHµOHVVWKDQ 
KXPDQ¶ 3HMNRYLF  µFUHHS\ DQG XQFRQYLQFLQJ¶ /RGHU  DQG µDQ
XQVDWLVI\LQJ FRPSURPLVH EHWZHHQ DQLPDWLRQ DQG OLYH DFWLRQ¶ $QVHQ 
Reactions to the film use more direct references to the uncanny valley to describe 
this experience. Tim Brayton argues the characters in Beowulf µUHSUHVHQW D QHZ
GHSWK LQ WKH 8QFDQQ\ 9DOOH\¶ %UD\WRQ  DQG 7DVKD 5RELQVRQ DJUHHV
µ>Beowulf¶V@ IDNH\ UHQGHULQJ RI OLIH OHDYH[s] LW ZHGJHG LQ WKH XQFDQQ\ YDOOH\¶ 
(Robinson, 2007). Interestingly, Rob Gonsalves uses the theory to compare Beowulf 
with its predecessor, The Polar ExpressFRPPHQWLQJ WKDW WKH ODWWHU µGUHZMXVWLILHG
ILUHEHFDXVHRI LWV8QFDQQ\9DOOH\FUHHSLQHVV IDFWRU¶ Beowulf, he notes, still does 
QRWVROYHWKHµSUREOHPV¶with the human characters (Gonsalves, 2007).   
The term is used again for A Christmas Carol (2009). Another literary adaptation, 
this final motion-captured film to be directed by Zemeckis re-WHOOV&KDUOHV'LFNHQV¶V




valley, introducing us to supposedly-UHDOLVWLF³KXPDQV´WKDWDUHERWKWRRKXPDQDQG
QRW KXPDQ HQRXJK¶ 0LUDXGR  2WKHU YLHZHUV DJUHH A Christmas Carol 
HYRNHV µZKDW SV\FKRORJLVWV FDOO DQ ³XQFDQQ\ YDOOH\´ WKDW NHHSV WKH YLHZHU DW D
GLVWDQFHRIPLOGUHSXOVLRQ¶6PLWKDQGWKHILOPLVµ\HWDQRWKHUGHDG-eyed dip 
LQWR WKHXQFDQQ\YDOOH\¶ %HOO.HLWK3KLSSVFODLPV WKHILOPµGRHVQ¶WGLSDV
far into the uncanny valley as The Polar Express¶EXWWKHKXPDQERG\LVVWLOOµDQLQ-
EHWZHHQ FUHDWXUH¶ LQ WKH GLUHFWRU¶V ODWHVW HIIRUW 3KLSSV  %ULDQ 7DOOHULFR¶V
UHDFWLRQ VWULNHV DQ H[DFHUEDWHG WRQH µ:K\ GRHV =HPHFNLV VLPSO\ QRW FDUH DW DOO
DERXW ³7KH 8QFDQQ\ 9DOOH\´ WKDW DUHD RI DQLPDWLRQ ZKHUH FUHDWLRQV JR IURP
realistic to corpse-OLNH"¶7DOOHULFR 
([DPLQLQJ WKH WUDMHFWRU\ RI WKH WHUP¶V SRSXODULW\ DFURVV =HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV KHOSV
elucidate how the machine metaphor identified with The Polar Express develops and 
changes. Concerns over the mechanical humans expand into broader philosophical 
TXHVWLRQV DERXW FLQHPD µ6R LV WKLV WKH IXWXUH RI FLQHPD"¶ &KDULW\  2WKHUV
QRWH WKH GHEDWH FRQFHUQLQJ WKH FKDUDFWHUV¶ UHDOLVP µFRXOG DOO EH PRRW Ln the near 
IXWXUH,¶PVXUH=HPHFNLVLVZRUNLQJRQWKHQH[WVWHSLQDGYDQFLQJWKHWHFKQRORJ\¶
(Bowen, 2007). David Keyes urges caution:  
Certainly, here we are at the helm of a true technical achievement in cinema, 
a complex and rigorous endeavour that marries the real and the digital ... Are 
[the characters] supposed to look authentic? Are we supposed to consciously 
acknowledge that they are thespians simply being represented on-screen by 
elaborate shell casings? The movie offers no answers, a terrible dilemma at a 
time when this bizarre and uncultivated sub-genre is in desperate need of 
rationale (Keyes, 2007).  
,QWHUHVWLQJO\QRRWKHUUHVSRQVHWR=HPHFNLV¶VILOPVUHIHUWR WKHPDVDµVXE-JHQUH¶
although the feeling that the motion-captured animations cannot be contained by 
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common generic definitions is a constant concern ± an observation which was first 
expressed with the idea that The Polar Express IDOOVLQWRWKHµFUDFNV¶EHWZHHQOLYH-
DFWLRQDQGDQLPDWLRQ7KH µUDWLRQDOH¶ WRFRQFHSWXDOLVLQJ WKHVH ILOPVHYidently does 
not emerge and this is signalled by how references to the uncanny valley do not 
replace, or even subdue, the use of uncanny imagery in viewer responses to all three 
films. In The Polar Express 7RP+DQNVORRNVµOLNHKH¶VEHHQNLOOHGHPEDOPHGDnd 
UHVXUUHFWHGE\OLJKWHQLQJ¶3DSDPLFKDHO LQBeowulf WKHFKDUDFWHUV¶µIOHVKLV
revealed to be plasticine and eerily smooth, like watching Barbie dolls come alive 
ZLWKRXWKXPDQVRXOV¶%UD\WRQDQGA Christmas Carol UHGXFHVµOLYH-action 
performers to pixel skeletons and then [pours] gummy CGI-ZD[RYHUWKHP¶&URFH
2009). The science behind the uncanny valley evidently cannot, alone, sufficiently 
convey the experience of viewing these digital bodies. This is why evaluating these 
remarks withiQ WKH WHFKQRORJLFDO XQFDQQ\ KHOSV LOOXPLQDWH KRZ =HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV
symbolise both the impact of new digital technology on cinematic representations, 
and how such practices are part of a longer, older tradition of using the human body 
to explore such uncanny visual effects.  
What remains to be seen is quite how these films evoke these strong reactions of the 
uncanny and the attempts made by these texts to control the uneasy potential of the 
digital human. In doing so, these films actively engage in debating the questions 
UDLVHG E\ YLHZHUV DV DUWLFXODWHG E\ 7RP /RQJ µ<HV >D ILOP@ FRXOG EH PDGH WKLV
ZD\ EXW ZK\ ERWKHU"¶ /RQJ  7KH DQVZHU WR WKLV UHVLGHV LQ =HPHFNLV¶V
desire to explore the possibilities of digital visual effects technology, and motion-
capture provides the means to do this through representations of the human body. 




that ZemeckLV¶V ILOPV FRQVWUXFW D GLDOHFWLF UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK WKH WUDGLWLRQV RI WKH
technological uncanny to explore these implications; the films employ similar 
strategies to control the uncanny potential of the motion-captured body. These 
strategies are: attempts tRHPSKDVLVHWKHµKXPDQQHVV¶RIWKHWHFKQRORJLFDOSURFHVVLQ
RUGHU WR EULQJ EDODQFH WR WKH µOLIH LQ WKH PDFKLQH¶ DQG µPDFKLQH LQ WKHVH OLYHV¶
dichotomy; the endeavour to displace the uncanny onto other characters and settings 
to preserve the authenticity of the human body; and a strong emphasis upon action 
sequences which appeal to an embodied experience of cinema. These attempts fail 
DQG LURQLFDOO\ =HPHFNLV¶V HIIRUWV WR QRUPDOLVH WKH GLJLWDO ERG\ UHLQIRUFHV LWV
uncanny nature further. Using the above reactions as my guide, I now explore these 
strategies and illuminate how this language of the technological uncanny is 
uncomfortably translated onto the motion-captured human body.         
3XWWLQJµ/ife in the MDFKLQH¶ 
The theatrical trailer for The Polar Express identifies Tom Hanks as the star in 
=HPHFNLV¶V IHDWXUH D IDFW UHIOHFWHG E\ WKH DFWRU¶V WRS ELOOLQJ RQ WKH ILOP¶V SRVWHU 
(Figure 19). Hanks was motion-captured for five of the character roles including 
Hero Boy, Conductor, Hobo, Santa Claus and Hero Bo\¶V IDWKHU+LVYRLFH LVDOVR
used for the opening and closing narration of the film, which is spoken as Hero 
%R\¶VROGHUVHOIIURPDQXQVSHFLILHGWLPHLQWKHIXWXUH7KRPDV(OVDHVVHUQRWHVKRZ
the digitisation of sound does not evoke the same anxiety as digitised images 
(OVDHVVHUVRWKHQDUUDWLRQPDUNV+DQNV¶VLQGH[LFDOSUHVHQFHRQWKHILOP
aurally, in preparation for the physical trace visible through motion-captured 
technology. The Conductor fulfils this purpose as this character retains the closest 
UHVHPEODQFHWR+DQNV¶VIRUPDQGWKHILOPSURYRNHVDFRPSDULVRQEHWZHHQWKHDFWRU
and his digital doppelgänger early in the film. When the train stops for Hero Boy we 
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KHDU +DQNV¶V YRLFH FDOOLQJ µ$OO DERDUG¶ $ VKRW-reverse shot shows only a 
silhoueWWHGIRUPLQWKHGLVWDQFHREVFXUHGE\WKHWUDLQ¶VOLJKWVDQGFRSLRXVDPRXQWV
RI VWHDP FUHDWLYHO\ GHOD\LQJ &RQGXFWRU¶V LQWURGXFWLRQ $V WKH ER\ DSSURDFKHV
Conductor is framed in a medium shot and the steam clears to reveal his face. The 
digital character LVDUHDOLVWLFUHQGHULQJRI+DQNV¶VIDPLOLDUYLVDJHGLVSOD\LQJDFORVH
physical resemblance which is once again enhanced by his recognisable voice 
µ:HOO\RXFRPLQJ"¶; Figure 20). 
The Polar Express emphasises this is Tom Hanks, or a version of him, and this is 
stressed by the images of Hanks during his motion-capture sessions which were 
GLVWULEXWHG DV SDUW RI WKH ILOP¶V SURPRWLRQ (Figure 21). A Christmas Carol takes 
these images further by creating a special feature on the Blu-Ray release of the film 
calOHG µ%HKLQG WKH &DURO 7KH )XOO 0RWLRQ &DSWXUH ([SHULHQFH¶ 7KLV µSLFWXUH-in-
SLFWXUH¶ YLHZLQJ H[SHULHQFH DOORZV WKH VSHFWDWRU WR ZDWFK WKH ILOP LQ WZR VFUHHQV
one which depicts the motion-capture sessions recording in the Volume and the other 
displaying the finished animation. These two versions of the film run simultaneously 
(or there is the option to experience the story exclusively through the motion-capture 
view) and act as visual reminder that the human characters on-screen were 
performed by real actoUV7KXVZKHQ6FURRJHZDONVGRZQWKHVWUHHWGXULQJWKHILOP¶V
opening, Jim Carrey is also shown in his Lycra suit, hunched over and contorting his 
face in order to portray the bitter old man. As Scrooge pushes his way through 
pedestrians and, later, silentO\ UHEXNHV%RE&UDWFKLW¶V *DU\2OGPDQGHVLUH WR put 
PRUHFRDORQWKHILUH&DUUH\LVVHHQLQWHUDFWLQJZLWKDFWRUVLQWKH9ROXPH&DUUH\¶V
hand movements are mirrored by Scrooge as he caresses his coveted coins between 
his bony fingers.   
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Zemeckis reinforces the indexical and iconic link between actor and digital double, 
re-HVWDEOLVKLQJWKHµPDWHULDOLW\DQGVRYHUHLJQW\RIOLIH¶PLVVLQJIURPFinal Fantasy 
(Monnet, 2004, 207). Interestingly, the picture-in-picture feature on A Christmas 
Carol and the promotional pictures released for The Polar Express are only made 
possible because of the live-action recordings taken of performances in the Volume. 
This film acts as another reference point for the animators as it helps to preserve the 
real-life and the real-tiPHLQWHUDFWLRQVEHWZHHQWKHDFWRUV=HPHFNLV¶VDQLPDWLRQVDUH
enabled by the recording of a recording (the filming and motion-capture recording of 
WKHVFHQHVZKLFKSURYLGHVDQRWKHUOD\HURIµPDWHULDOLW\¶WRWKHILQDOILOP¶VLQGH[LFDO
claims. The Volume recordings make visible the invisibility of the index: they 
YLVXDOO\H[FODLPµKHUHLW LV WKHWUDFH¶1LHVVHQ7KLVUKHWRULFLVXSKHOG
E\ WKH DFWRUV¶ FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ RI WKH SURFHVV ZKLFK FRQQHFWV PRWLRQ-capture and 
other forms of live-action acting, with the new technology even characterised as the 
latter in the discourse ZKLFK =HPHFNLV GHVFULEHV DV µOLEHUDWLQJ¶ EHFDXVH LW DOORZV 
actors to focus solely on their performance without distraction (Vaz and Starkey, 
2004, 57). Colin Firth (A Christmas Carol) agrees the process allows more 
µIUHHGRP¶ µ,W¶V PRUH DXWKHQWLF WKDQ GRLQJ WKHDWUH EHFDXVH WKHUH LV QR LPDJLQDU\
IRXUWK ZDOO¶ 3ULQFH   $QWKRQ\ +RSNLQV Beowulf) observes motion-
FDSWXUHVSHHGVXSSURGXFWLRQEHFDXVHµ\RXGRQ¶WKDYHWREUHDk [your performance] 
XSWKHZD\\RXGRRQDFRQYHQWLRQDOILOP¶5RZH 
The argument that motion-capture preserves an indexical link between actor and the 
final digital creation is one which has been pursued rigorously by Andy Serkis. As 
already menWLRQHG6HUNLVUHIHUVWRWKHSURFHVVDVµF\EHU-DFWLQJ¶EXWKHFRQVLGHUVWKH




Supporting Actor category. The attempt failed but Serkis won other accolades, 
LQFOXGLQJ D 6DWXUQ DZDUG DQG WKH 079 µEHVW YLUWXDO SHUIRUPDQFH¶ (both in 2002). 
6HUNLV¶VDFKLHYHPHQWVZLWKWKHWHFKQRORJ\FRQWLQXHWRJDWKHUPRPHQWXPDV6HUNLV 
won the Empire best actor award in 2015 for his motion-captured acting in Dawn of 
the Planet of the Apes (2014), the first time a digital performance has won an award 
where the other nominees are live-action acting roles. Serkis further preserves his 
presence within his motion-captured roles b\UHIHUULQJWR WKHWHFKQRORJ\DVµGLJLWDO
PDNHXS¶ +LDWW  D WHUP XVHG HDUOLHU E\ =HPHFNLV *UDQJHU 42 The 
phrase helps to illuminate how motion-capture works to facilitate the performance of 
a real actor, rather than replace it. In this way motion-capture has not changed the 
indexical relationship between the presence of an actor and the recording of the 
ERG\7KLVLVSDUWLFXODUO\XQGHUOLQHGE\=HPHFNLV¶VZRUNZKHUHWKHGLJLWDOFUHDWLRQ
bears a physical resemblance to the real actor, as with Conductor in The Polar 
Express. Motion-capture is thus conceived as a device in the wider digital toolbox 
ZKLFKFDQWUDQVSRUWDQDFWRU¶VSHUIRUPDQFHLQWRWKHimage, in a manner comparable 
to the digital compositing which allowed Hanks to converse with a dead president in 
Forrest Gump. In this formulation the human remains very much an integral part of 
the Zemeckis animations. However, thinking about motion-FDSWXUH DV µGLJLWDO
PDNHXS¶ VWLOO FKDOOHQJHV WKH YLHZHU DQG SHUPLWV WKH XQFDQQ\ WR FUHHS LQWR WKH
experience of watching the films. Ken Ralston, The Polar Express¶VYLVXDO HIIHFWV
supervisor, inadvertently reveals why these efforts to contain this eerie potential 
IDLOV+HQRWHVKRZ=HPHFNLVµGLGQ¶WZDQWWRWKURZ7RP¶VSHUIRUPDQFH¶DZD\DQG
so:    






The challenge was to create a CG feature where the performances on screen 
were as effective as live-action. In a live-action film, we take for granted all 
the emotional nuances that come through a performance. To translate that to 
CG, we had to create the illusion of that level of performance (Ralston, 2005, 
114). 
Ralston confirms that motion-capture is based on live-acting but the end result is the 
illusion of a performance, just as artificial as the diegesis in which the digital 
characters exist. The emphasis placed by Zemeckis and others on motion-capture as 
µGLJLWDOPDNHXS¶ WUDQVODWHV LQWRDQ LPSUHVVLRQ WKDWD V\QWKHWLF OD\HULQJREVFXUHVRU
suffocates any trace of the real person underneath. This is indicated by the large 
number of responses which characterise thH XQFDQQLQHVV RI =HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV DV
waxworks (for example Murray, 2004; Lumenick, 2007; Rickey, 2009). The 
XQFDQQ\LVSDUWLFXODUO\SRWHQWZKHQWKHµGLJLWDOPDNHXS¶WUDQVIRUPVWKHDFWRU¶VUHDO
SK\VLFDODSSHDUDQFH&DUUH\¶V6FURRJHKDVH[DJJHUDWHGIHDWXUHVand, more radically, 
Hanks plays the child Hero Boy. The most startling transformation takes place in 
Beowulf, where middle-aged Ray Winstone appears on-screen much younger and 
with a completely different body type. Our introduction to Winstone works in 
reYHUVH WR &RQGXFWRU¶V UHYHDO LQ The Polar Express: the camera zooms in to find 
Beowulf on a ship battling a thunderstorm. It is only after we see Beowulf that we 
hear :LQVWRQH¶VYRLFHVSHDN7KHHIIHFWLVMDUULQJ%HRZXOI¶VSKRWRUHDOLVWLFDHVWKHWLF
suggests the film adheres to levels of verisimilitude which set it apart from other 
animations, and the level of detail afforded to the face ± the pores of the skin, facial 
hair, wrinkles around the eyes ± helps convey the feeling of a trace, of the real 
DFWRU¶VSerformance underneath (Figure 22). Yet the familiarity of the voice, in this 
instance, conflicts with the accompanying visuals and thus the internal logic of 
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=HPHFNLV¶V RWKHU PRWLRQ-capture films becomes contradictory, creating another 
slippage into the uncanny.  
Zemeckis seems to be aware of the uncanny potential of viewing and hearing 
Winstone in this way, as several strategies are employed in an attempt to keep 
%HRZXOI ORRNLQJKXPDQDQGDSSHDULQJ µDOLYH¶%HRZXOI¶VPRYHPHQW LV VWLOOGULYHQ
E\:LQVWRQH¶VDFWLRQVDQGZKLOVWWKHILQDOERG\GRHVQRWFRUUHVSRQGWRWKHDFWRU¶V
reality on an iconic level, the digital character still retains some subtle resemblances, 
VXFK DV WKH H\HV 7KH DQLPDWRUV GLG QRW SUHVHUYH :LQVWRQH¶V RYHUDOO SK\VLFDO
appearance because =HPHFNLV ZDQWHG KLV SURWDJRQLVW WR EH µDQ LFRQLF VXSHUKHUR¶
merged with Jesus Christ (Vaz and Starkey, 2007, 64). This posed a unique 
FKDOOHQJH DV 'RXJ &KLDQJ WKH ILOP¶V SURGXFWLRQ GHVLJQHU QRWHV µ%HRZXOI LV RXU
RQO\V\QWKHWLFKXPDQFKDUDFWHUKHGRHVQ¶t really exist ... With Beowulf, we had to 
EHPRUHUHDO WKDQUHDO¶ &KLDQJ7KH ORJLFRIDSSHDULQJµPRUHUHDO WKDQ
UHDO¶LQWKHILQDOILOPLVHYLGHQWO\QRWWRKLGH%HRZXOI¶VXQIDPLOLDUDSSHDUDQFHEXWWR
display as much of his body as possible: Beowulf is seen in various stages of undress 
throughout the film and strips naked to fight the monster Grendal (Figure 23). The 
H[WHQVLYHYLHZVRIIHUHGRI%HRZXOI¶VIOHVKGUDZVDWWHQWLRQWRKLVPRUHGHWDLOHGVNLQ
texture, the definition of muscle and even scars, and therefore Beowulf¶V level of 
photorealism is far superior to The Polar Express. The continued emphasis on 
%HRZXOI¶VQDNHGSK\VLTXHIRUFHVWKHYLHZHULQWRDYR\HXULVWLFVSHFWDWRUSRVLWLRQLQJ
DSSHDOLQJ WR ZKDW /DXUD 0XOYH\ DUWLFXODWHV DV µWKH HURWic basis for pleasure in 
ORRNLQJ DW DQRWKHU SHUVRQ DV REMHFW¶ 0XOYH\ 1975, 485). Beowulf, however, 
UHYHUVHV0XOYH\¶VFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRIWKLVJD]HE\HVWDEOLVKLQJWKHmale body as the 
sight of visual pleasure. In a sense, all the motion-capture films appHDO WRYLHZHUV¶
fascination with the body on-screen, as we are encouraged to look at the finite 
232 
 
detailing of human flesh which is often framed in close-up, as with the beginning of 
A Christmas Carol. The films encourage scopophilia EXWWKHµSOHDVXUHLQORRking at 
DQRWKHUSHUVRQDVREMHFW¶EHFRPHVWKHSOHDVXUHRIORRNLQJDWDQobject made to look 
like a person.  
Beowulf FRQVFLRXVO\SOD\VRQWKHµOLIHLQWKHPDFKLQH¶DQGµPDFKLQHLQWKHVHOLYHV¶
GLFKRWRP\%HRZXOI¶VQDNHGERG\HYRNHVWKHODWWHUZLWKKLVGHILned muscles acting 
as a reminder of the constructs of the human body. The action of Beowulf removing 
his clothes to fight alludes to the stripping back of the motion-capture process, 
reducing bodies to their fundamental features. This theme is present elsewhere in the 
mise-en-VFqQHZKHUHFKDUDFWHUV¶ERGLO\ IXQFWLRQVDUH HPSKDVLVHGZLWKLQ WKHPHDG
KDOODVSDFHZKHUHµWKLQJVZHUHGLUW\ZKHUHSHRSOHKDGVH[DQGSLVVHGDQGVZRUH
DQGJRWGUXQN¶*DLPDQThis emphasis on the visceral as a reminder of 
WKH ERG\¶V LQQHU ZRUNLQJV LV VWUHVVHG DJDLQ WKURXJK *UHQGDO¶V DSSHDUDQFH WKH
monster has fleshy, humanoid features which have degenerated to show the bone 
structure underneath. <HW WKH ILOP HTXDOO\ HPSKDVLVHV WKH µOLIH LQ WKH PDFKLQH¶ 
aspect; the opening investigative tracking shot through the hall depicts the vitality of 
the bodies. Similar to Avatar, Beowulf¶V digital creations eat, smell, hear, look and 
touch, and the disorientation of this opening ± which appears loud and chaotic ± 
works to stress these people as living. The display of flesh in the film therefore 
operates to help Zemeckis balance the uncanny potential of his film. Beowulf draws 
attention to its own illusory status and self-reflexively characterises the motion-
capture process, and yet these elements are not present to distract away from the 
vigour of the photorealistic human bodies. As seen from the reception above, these 
efforts do, however, fail. Beowulf does not bring these disparate elements into 
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harmony but, instead, presents them as conflicting forces: once again the illusion is 
realistic but still not real enough.  
This feeling is exacerbated in Beowulf because the visibility of the digital human 
IOHVKEHFRPHVH[FHVVLYH WRHYRNH%RGH¶VWHUPLQRORJ\/LQGD:LOOLDPV¶VQRWLRQRI
bodily excess is useful here; although Beowulf does not qualify as horror, 
pornography or the melodrama genres that Williams focuses on, the film does 
combine elements of these genres. This combination is embodied by Angelina 
-ROLH¶V DOPRVW QDNHG DSSHDUDQFH DV *UHQGDO¶V PRWKHU KHU VHGXFWLRQ RI %HRZXOI
and the brutal murdering of his crew. Beowulf¶V WKHPHV RI VH[ DQG YLROHQFH DUH
excessive in comparison to the other films, which are Christmas family features, but 
WKHUH LV DQRWKHU IRUP RI µH[FHVV¶ KHUH :LOOLDms writes how the assumed 
JUDWXLWRXVQHVV RI WKHVH µERG\ JHQUHV¶ RSHUDWHV DV µD FXOWXUDO IRUP RI SUREOHP
VROYLQJ¶ :LOOLDPV   ZKLFK FRQFHUQV WKH µUDSLGO\ FKDQJLQJ QRWLRQV RI
gender ± RIZKDW LWPHDQV WREH DPDQRU DZRPDQ¶  ,ZDQW WR VXJJHst that 
Beowulf¶V SUHVHQWDWLRQ RI IOHVK WKURXJK %HRZXOI¶V QXGLW\ DQG WKH YLWDOLW\ RI KLV
SHHUVIXQFWLRQVDVDQRWKHUW\SHRIµFXOWXUDOIRUPRISUREOHPVROYLQJ¶7KHµSUREOHP¶
here is not the question of gender but, rather, what it means to be human alongside 
WHFKQRORJ\¶V DLP WR EH µPRUH UHDO WKDQ UHDO¶ &KLDQJ FDQ GLJLWDO WHFKQRORJ\
successfully present photorealistic bodies? Or are these digital doppelgängers, based 
DVWKH\DUHRQUHDODFWRUVDOUHDG\µKXPDQ¶RUDUHWKH\VRPHWKLQJPRUHVRPHWKLQJ
excessive? Beowulf¶VµH[FHVVLYHQHVV¶LQHYLWDELOLW\HYRNHVWKHVHTXHVWLRQVVLJQDOOLQJ
the failure of Zemeckis to emphasise the humanness of his creations in an 
uncomplicated fashion. This gives rise to the experience of his motion-capture films 




CRQWUROOLQJWKHµ3uppet SKRZ¶Exiling the Uncanny  
In Avatar 3DUNHU WKHDGPLQLVWUDWRURI WKH3DQGRUDRFFXSDWLRQFDOOV*UDFH¶VDYDWDU
SURMHFWDµSXSSHWVKRZ¶7KHFRPPHQWIXQFWLRQVDVDQRWKHULQWHUWH[WXDOUHIHUHQFHWR
the motion-capture process: the recorGHG DFWRUV¶ PRYHPHQWV DUH PDSSHG RQWR D
digital model or puppet, to be crafted by the animators. The metaphor is also used by 
FULWLFV WR H[SUHVV WKHLU XQHDVH ZLWK =HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV 7KH PRWLRQ-captured 
FKDUDFWHUV µORRN PRUH OLNH SXSSHWV¶ .LPPHO  DQG DUH µOLNH $XVWULDQ
PDULRQHWWHV IURP D SDUWLFXODUO\ VHYHUH SHULRG¶ 6PLWK  (YHQ =HPHFNLV LV
drawn into this metaphor as he is compared to being PRUHOLNHµDSXSSHWHHUWKDQ>D@ 
ILOPPDNHU¶ /HY\  ZKLFK LV D SRLQW RI FRQWHQWLRQ IRU VRPH µ<RX
UH a 
ILOPPDNHU 0U =HPHFNLV QRW D SXSSHWHHU¶ *DGHWWH  7KH LPDJH LV DQRWKHU 
example of how the human characters become uncanny: they impart the impression 
WKH\DUH OLIHOHVVGROOVZKLFKDUH IRUFHG WR OLIHEXW WKH µVWULQJV¶DUH VWLOOYLVLEOH WKH
photorealistic animation is not good enough to hide the mechanisms of its own 
creation. The metaphor is doubly interesting because puppets are used as one of the 
ways Zemeckis consciously attempts to exorcise the uncanny onto other characters 
and elements withiQWKHILOPV¶GLHJHVLVLQRUGHUIRUKLVPDLQSURWDJRQLVWVWRDSSHDU
more human by comparison. In The Polar Express, Conductor walks Hero Boy 
through a carriage full of abandoned toys, with several puppets hanging from the 
FHLOLQJ EORFNLQJ WKH SURWDJRQLVWV¶ path. Conductor comments that the tangled 
PDULRQHWWHVµSRVHDSDUWLFXODUSUREOHP¶DQGDVKHPRYHVLQWRWKHQH[WFDUULDJH+HUR
Boy is left alone in the space. The lights suddenly extinguish and a medium shot 




when he tries to run, the space suddenly becomes enclosed and disorientating. The 
camera circles 360° showing Hero Boy tangled in the marionette strings.  
This scene of mild horror directly engages with the uncanny potential of motion-
captured humans. By including puppets in the scene, Zemeckis playfully evokes the 
LGHDWKDW WKHWHFKQRORJ\RSHUDWHVDVDIRUPRISXSSHWU\ZKHUHE\WKHDFWRUVµGULYH¶
their animated avatars (Zemeckis, 2009). The juxtaposition also highlights the 
difference between these bodies: the puppet remains a caricatured wooden toy 
whereas Hero Boy is a photorealistic human. Significantly, another one of the 
puppets hanging in the carriage is a Pinocchio toy, who is isolated in a close-up shot 
(Figure 24). 7KHPHWDSKRULVFOHDU+HUR%R\LVWKHSXSSHWZKRKDVEHFRPHWKHµUHDO
ER\¶ DQG =HPHFNLV WKH *HSSHWWR LQ WKLV HTXDWLRQ XVHV KLV VNLOOV DV SXSSHWHHU WR
direct the uncanny onto other bodies in order to preserve the photorealistic integrity 
of his digital humans. This strategy works in tandem with the techniques outlined in 
the section above; by emphasising the uncanniness of other creatures or locales, the 
humanness of the protagonists is exaggerated. However, just like the intention to 
H[SUHVV WKLV OLYLQJQHVV =HPHFNLV¶V DWWHPSWV WR FRQWURO WKH XQFDQQ\ DOVR IDLOV WKH
conscious inclusion of uncanny and (in some cases) horror tropes only work to 
exaggerate the dissonance felt by spectators of viewing animation masquerading as 
pro-filmic photorealism.  
The use of toys to deploy this strategy in The Polar Express can also be interpreted 
as a meta-textual reference highlighting the difference between motion-FDSWXUH¶V
realism and RWKHU IRUPV RI DQLPDWLRQ +DQNV¶V LQYROYHPHQW LQ 3L[DU¶V Toy Story 
IUDQFKLVHDVWKHYRLFHRIWKHWR\:RRG\LVSDUWRIWKHµSDUDWH[WXDOKDOR¶1RUWKet al, 
ZKLFKRUELWVYLHZHUV¶H[SHULHQFHRIThe Polar Express. This is highlighted 
by the collecteGUHVSRQVHVZKLFKGUDZFRPSDULVRQVWR3L[DU¶VVW\OHDQG LW LVZRUWK
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dwelling on this juxtaposition as it underscores how else Zemeckis tries to 
deliberately create uncanny (non-human) visuals. Toy Story ZDV 3L[DU¶V ILUVW IXOO-
length digital animation and tells the story of how toys come to life when out of the 
sight of humans ± a potentially XQFDQQ\ QRWLRQ LWVHOI 7KH WR\V¶ photorealistic 
YHULVLPLOLWXGH LVVXSSRUWHGE\ WKHLUREHGLHQFH WR WKHµUHDOLW\¶RI WKHLUHQYLURQPHQW
they are subservient to gravity and their bodily existence is stable, without 
transforming or performing extraordinary feats, like flying43. ,Q 3L[DU ILOPV µWKH
pictorial realms of the imagination, the parameters of surreal fantasy, and the visual 
signifiers of spontaneity, are increasingly controlled, measured and authenticated as 
LIWKH\ZHUHUHDO¶:HOOVDQG+DUGVWDII 
=HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV DUH VLPLODU WR 3L[DU ILOPV LQ WKH XVH RI SKRWRUHDOLVWLF DQLPDWLRQ
However, Pixar avoids any uncanny experiences by concentrating on non-human 
protagonists, as with Toy Story, or by caricaturing the humans. As noted earlier, 
spectators of The Polar Express compare it to The Incredibles EXW WKH ODWWHU¶V
humans have exaggerated proportions with enlarged eyes and heads and synthetic-
looking skin. Additionally, these humans possess impossible powers which allow 
their bodies to mutate in ways comparable to the physical transformations in Roger 
Rabbit: the super-heroes stretch and move at super speeds. Thus the aesthetics and 
narrative of The Incredibles ensure that these digitally animated humans do not 
evoke comparisons to pro-filmic, indexical expectations and thereby avoid the 
VSHFWDWRU¶VHQJDJHPHQWVOLSSLQJLQWRDQH[SHULHQFHRIWKHXQFDQQ\,WLV=HPHFNLV¶V
appeal to these very expectations which illuminates the difference between these 
types of photorealism: motion-capture is a pseudo pro-filmic process which 
emphasises its link to reality on indexical and iconic levels. It is for these reasons 







WKDW =HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV FRXOG EH FODVVHG DV K\SHU-realLVWLF RU µK\SHUDQLPDWLRQ¶
(Russett, 2009) although this should not obscure the advantage of comparing both as 
photorealistic. Where Pixar keeps non-human characters photorealistic, and 
caricatures the humans, Zemeckis conversely ensures the humans are photorealistic 
and the transformative or mutating properties are exclusive to non-human creatures. 
In this way, motion-FDSWXUH¶VSKRWRUHDOLVPFDQEHERWKDQDSSHDOWRWKHFRPIRUWDEOH
familiarity of live-action aesthetics, and an attempt to evoke the familiar-made-
strange experience of the uncanny. 
One way this is achieved is by juxtaposing the human body with spirits or ghosts. In 
The Polar Express Hero Boy encounters Hobo, a strange man who becomes the 
literal embodiment of Christmas spirit. When Hero Boy struggles to stop a runaway 
WUDLQ FDUULDJH +RER DSSHDUV RQ WRS RI WKH FRPSDUWPHQW UHYHDOLQJ WKH EUDNH¶V
ORFDWLRQ $V WKH FDUULDJH VSHHGV WKURXJK D WXQQHO +RER¶V ERG\ VSOLQWHUV LQWR GXVW
and disappears. The moment confirms that Hobo is an ethereal being, part of the 
magic the narrative confirms exists. This theme is extended in A Christmas Carol 
with the spirits who visit Scrooge. Carrey provided the motion-capture data for all 
three of the Christmas spirits but, unlike the appearance of Scrooge, these apparitions 
VHH &DUUH\¶V IRUP UDGLFDOO\ WUDQVIRUPHG IRU WKH VFUHHQ LQWR QRQ-human characters. 
He appears as a flame with a child-like face, a Bacchus-looking man, and the 
mysterious robed figure with skeletal hands. Whereas Hobo is associated with 
Christmas joy, the spiritual in A Christmas Carol is aligned with death. This is 
particularly true of the final spirit who shows Scrooge his impending doom on a 
JUDYHVWRQH DOWKRXJK WKLV DVVRFLDWLRQ LV PDGH HDUOLHU 7KH ILOP¶V RSHQLQJ VKRZV D
OLQHGUDZLQJRI0DUOH\¶VGHceased face. As the camera tracks back from the close-
XS WKH IDFH HYROYHV LQWR WKH ILOP¶V SKRWRUHDOLVW DHVWKHWLF DQG 6FURRJH HQWHUV WKH
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frame. The editing transition acts as another reminder of how the film differs ± and 
supersedes ± traditional forms of animation in relation to realism. The moment also 
ZRUNVWRHPSKDVLVH6FURRJH¶VOLYLQJDSSHDUDQFHE\FRPSDULQJKLVIDFHWRDOLIHOHVV
FRUSVH7KH MX[WDSRVLWLRQ LVPDGHDJDLQZKHQ0DUOH\¶VJKRVW 2OGPDQDSSHDUV LQ
6FURRJH¶V KRXVH DQG WKH HQFRXQWHU LV VWDJHG as a horror scene. Heavy shadows 
surround Scrooge as the paranormal activity begins, diverse shots showing the 
protagonist in close-ups and aerial perspectives. Scrooge retreats in fear at the sight 
of the translucent decomposing body of Marley when he makes his sudden entrance. 
Marley is a figure of fright and disgust: at one point the ghost dislocates his jaw and 
his lifeless tongue rolls uncontrollably from his face (Figure 25). The interaction of 
the two bodies within the scene serves narrative and extra-diegetic purposes: Marley 
must warn Scrooge to change his life in order to improve his afterlife, and motion-
capture provides this vital life-IRUFHHPSKDVLVLQJ6FURRJH¶VKXPDQQHVVDQGFXUUHQW
living status).  
Beowulf also uses visceral horror in order to shift the uncanny potential away from 
the human body with the monster Grendal. Grendal is first glimpsed in an extreme 
close-XS DV KH SUHVVHV D FODZ DJDLQVW KLV WHPSOH GUDZLQJ EORRG 7KH PRQVWHU¶V
association with bodily fluids is an apt preparation for the full revelation of his body. 
6LPLODU WR 0DUOH\¶V DUULYDO *UHQGDO¶V ILUVW HQWUDQFH LV GHSLFWHG DV D PRPHQW RI
horror: darkness descends and a long silence is interrupted by his violent intrusion in 
the hall. The blue flames which emerge to light his attack provide only glimpses of 
the deformed creature as he rips humans apart, stopping to drink the blood from one 
VHYHUHG WRUVR *UHQGDO¶V GLVJXVWLQJ QDWXUH LV PDWFKHG E\ KLV DSSHDUDQFH ZKHQ KH
later fights Beowulf and the brighter lighting on this occasion allows us to fully 
appreciate his repulsive figure (Figure 26). Grendal is grotesque, having a vaguely 
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human shape but his face is misshapen, his skin constantly oozes and patches of 
exposed bone and muscle are visible beneath his diseased flesh. BeowuOI¶V ERG\
which is nude for this encounter with Grendal, should provide the comforting sight 
of familiar human attributes. Grendal, meanwhile, is an embodiment of the abject; of 
WKHUHMHFWLRQRIWKHUHSXOVLYHZKLFKµVDIHJXDUGV¶KXPDQLGHQWLW\.ULVWHYD982, 2).  
*UHQGDO DOVR HYRNHV 1RHO &DUUROO¶V GHVFULSWLRQ RI µKRUULILF FUHDWXUHV¶ ZKLFK DUH
µLPSXUH¶ E\ EHLQJ D µIXVLRQ¶ PRQVWHU &DUUROO   *UHQGDO¶V YLVDJH
µ>WUDQVJUHVVHV@FDWHJRULFDOGLVWLQFWLRQV¶EHFDXVHKHLVERWKKXPDQDQGUHSWLOLDQPDGH
of flesh and bone but possessing supernatural strength and powers. Categorising 
Grendal in this way is important because such creatures should shape our reaction to 
KLPµZHVKDUHZLWKFKDUDFWHUVWKHHPRWLYHHYDOXDWLRQVRIPRQVWHUVDVIHDUVRPHDQG
impure ± as dangerous and repulsive ± DQGWKLVFDXVHVWKHUHOHYDQWVHQVDWLRQVLQXV¶
(53). However this attempt ultimately fails in Beowulf. Not only does the film not 
repress the uncanniness of the human characters, Grendal actually provokes more 
favourable responses from viewers, directly contrasting the fear shown by the 
GLHJHWLFKXPDQV7LP5REH\ZULWHV WKDW*UHQGDO LV µD WULXPSK DPDUULDJHRI&*,
and performance as good as Lord of the Rings¶V*ROOXP¶5REH\DQG5RELQ
5RZHDJUHHVµ7KHPRQVWHUVDUHPRUHFRQYLQFLQJ¶5RZH+RZLVLWWKDWWKH
abject Grendal can be more engaging, and less uncanny, than the digital humans?  
&DUUROO¶VZRUNVXJJHVWVDQDQVZHU&DUUROO¶VRWKHUFDWHJRU\IRUµLPSXUH¶PRQVWHUVLV
µILVVLRQ¶ ZKHUH µFRQWUDGLFWRU\ HOHPHQWV DUH  distributed over different, though 
PHWDSK\VLFDOO\UHODWHGLGHQWLWLHV¶&DUUROO0RUHVSHFLILFDOO\,DUJXH*UHQGDOLV
DQH[DPSOHRIµVSDWLDOILVVLRQ¶ZKHUHWKHVHHOHPHQWVµFRQIOLFWRYHUVSDFHWKURXJKWKH
FUHDWLRQRIGRXEOHV¶7KLVµVSDFH¶LVWKe technology of motion-capture: Grendal 
is both the digital monster of disgust designed by animators and the performance of 
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Crispin Glover whose live-action movements and interactions were recorded. 
*UHQGDOLVDGRSSHOJlQJHUDOWKRXJKWKHVHWZRµYHUVLRQV¶of Grendal are separated by 
time and space; fiction and reality. The same can be argued for the human characters 
who, through the use of motion-capture, are a type of double. However there is no 
µFRQIOLFW¶ LQ WKLV ILVVLRQ IRU *UHQGDO ZKLFK LV ZKHUH &DUUROO¶V GLVWLQFWLRQV DUH
reversed in Beowulf*UHQGDO¶VµILVVLRQ¶VWDWXVVKRXOGHQVXUHZHLQWHUSUHWKLPDVWKH
µLPSXUH¶EXWDVUHDFWLRQVWRWKHILOPLQGLFDWHWKHRSSRVLWHDFWXDOO\KDSSHQVZKLOVW
Grendal undoubtedly appears repulsive, his motion-captured beginnings ensure he 
has enough human performance visible to convey emotion and provoke empathy, but 
not too much human resemblance that the technological uncanny emerges. Grendal 
is, in this sense, comparable to the success of Pixar characters: the caricature 
mitigates the eeriness of any human resemblance without compromising on 
emotional engagement.  
6HUNLV¶VZRUNLVIXUWKHUSURRIRIWKLV*UHQGDOLVRIWHQFRPSDUHGWR*ROOXPwho was 
YHU\ IDYRXUDEO\ FULWLFDOO\ UHFHLYHG µ*ROOXP LV D ZRQGHUIXO FUHDWLRQ  Jiven the 
PRVWKHDUWEUHDNLQJO\H[SUHVVLYHIDFHKH¶VIDUPRUHWKDQDGLJLWDOHIIHFWKH¶VUHDOO\
WKHUH WDNLQJ XS VSDFH GLVSODFLQJ DLU¶ )HD\  7KH FRPSOLPHQWV IRU 6HUNLV¶V
motion-capture work continue throughout the decade, as Felix Vasquez Jr. notes in 
his review of Rise of the Planet of the Apes that WKHUH DUH µFKDUDFWHUVZHFDQFDUH
DERXWZKR WUDQVFHQG WKH LOOXVLRQRI&*,¶ 9DVTXH]-U 7KHPRWLRQ-capture 
WHFKQRORJ\ LV YLHZHG LQ WKHVH FDVHV DV D ZD\ RI DVVLVWLQJ 6HUNLV¶V SHUIRUPDQFH ± 
rather than replacing or diminishing it ± and bringing real life to the unreal. Vasquez 
-U¶V use of the word µWUDQVFHQG¶ LV UHPLQLVFHQW RI %DOFHU]DN¶V HDUOLHU XVH RI WKH




GLJLWDODYDWDULVUHWDLQHG+RZHYHU6HUNLV¶VPRWLRQ-capture success parallels playing 
characters which are not human. Beowulf demonstrates how human characters evoke 
negative reactions because, as noted above, their lifelike appearance cannot resolve 
WKH GLVMXQFWXUH RI ZDWFKLQJ DFWRUV¶ SHUIRUPDQFHV EHFRPH SKRWRUHDOLVW KXPDQ
DQLPDWLRQV *UHQGDO¶V PRQVWURVLW\ DYRLGV WKLV SUREOHP =HPHFNLV¶V DWtempts to 
contain the uncanny are unsuccessful because the human characters become the 
LPSXUH ILVVLRQ FUHDWXUHV WKH µFRQWUDGLFWRU\ HOHPHQWV¶ LQ WKHLU FUHDWLRQ DUH QRW
resolved on aesthetic or narrative levels. Juxtaposing the human characters with 
uncanny tropes ± puppets, spirits, death and the deformed ± only confirms how such 
characteristics aptly correspond to the experience of watching the motion-captured 
actor. The uncanny reactions to these characters indicate how the human body 
becomes monstrous.  
µ$OO$ERDUG¶$FWLRQ'DQGWKHUncanny  
In the reviews collected several writers comment on the number of action sequences 
in each film, comparing the moments to rollercoaster rides. The Polar Express 
devises, through the premise of retrieving a lost ticket, the sight of the train 
plummeting over steep cliffs with the main characters clinging to the front, and an 
H[WHQGHGVFHQHRIWKHORFRPRWLYHVOLGLQJDFURVVLFH7KHILOPWKXVSUHVHQWVDµVHULHV
of blockbuster-VW\OH DGUHQDOLQH UXVKHV¶ .HQGULFNZKLFKA Christmas Carol 
matches with scenes dHSLFWLQJ6FURRJHIO\LQJRYHU9LFWRULDQ/RQGRQ7KHODWWHULVµD
PRUDOLW\SOD\JXVVLHGXSDVDWKHPHSDUNULGH¶:LOOLDPVVRPXFKVRWKDWµLW
could easily be transformed into one of those virtual-reality attractions that are so 





digital humans by devising instances which necessitate extreme exertion of the body. 
The rollercoaster-type action depicts the bodies under substantial duress and, in 
doing so, appeals to a sensory cinematic experience for the viewer too; this is 
H[DFHUEDWHGE\WKHILOPV¶XVHof digital 3D. I conclude that Zemeckis tries to create 
DQ HPERGLHG H[SHULHQFH IRU VSHFWDWRUV ZLWK WKH ORJLF WKDW WKH YLHZHUV¶ KHLJKWHQHG
awareness of their own bodily sensations will garner a greater engagement and 
empathetic response towards the motion-captured humans on-screen. As shall be 
VHHQ WKHVHHIIRUWVGRQRWTXLWH WUDQVODWH LQWR WKH UHDOLW\RI WKH ILOPV¶DHVWKHWLFDQG
this further provokes a reaction of the uncanny.  
=HPHFNLV¶V H[tensive action sequences return XV WR *XQQLQJ¶V µFLQHPD RI 
attractiRQV¶ DQG PRUH VSHFLILFDOO\ WR (LVHQVWHLQ¶V RULJLQDO XVH RI WKH ZRUG
µDWWUDFWLRQ¶ WR HYRNH IDLUJURXQG ULGHV (LVHQVWHLQ  *XQQLQJ REVHUYHV WKH
PHWDSKRULVDSSOLFDEOHWRFRQWHPSRUDU\ILOPVLQZKDWKHFDOOVWKHµ6SLHOEHUJ-Lucas-
Coppola cinema of effecWV¶*XQQLQJ,QWHUHVWLQJO\*XQQLQJQRWHVWKDW
VXFK DFWLRQ GRHV QRW TXLWH IXOILO (LVHQVWHLQ¶V µUHYROXWLRQDU\ SRVVLELOLWLHV¶ IRU ILOP
ZULWLQJWKDWµHIIHFWVDUHWDPHGDWWUDFWLRQV¶<HW,DUJXHWKDW=HPHFNLV¶VXVHRI
motion-capture seeks to reawaken the spirit of the cinema of attractions by using 
action sequences to draw attention to motion-FDSWXUH¶V H[KLELWLRQLVPRI WKHGLJLWDO
ERG\7KHµPDJLFDOSRVVLELOLWLHVRIWKHFLQHPD¶*XQQLQJKHUHLV WKHSURPLVH 
that human physical presence can be conveyed using digital means. This depiction is 
FRPSDUDEOH WR WKH FRQYHQWLRQVRI FRQWHPSRUDU\ DFWLRQ ILOPVZKHUH VLPLODUO\ µWKH
ERG\ LWVHOI LV FRQVWUXFWHGDV VSHFWDFOH¶ 3XUVHEXWRQHZKLFKDELGHVE\
real-world rules. Lisa Purse writes KRZ WKH DFWLRQ ILOP¶V GLHJHVLV LV µFDUHIXOO\
designed to preserve a viscerally felt sense of physically effort ... real-world physical 
correspondences of weight, momentum, force and the materiality of bodies and 
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REMHFWV LV UHWDLQHG¶  , QRWHG DERYH KRZ =HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV HVWDEOLVK ERGLO\
stability in comparison to Pixar animations, and this feature is exaggerated during 
the motion-FDSWXUHILOPV¶DFWLRQVHTXHQFHV1HDUWKHHQGLQJRIBeowulf, there is an 
extended action sequence in which the titular character fights a dragon. Beowulf 
attaches a chain to the beast and is dragged through the sky, at one point hitting a 
branch, hurting him (Figure 27). After cutting himself free from the chain, Beowulf 
then plummets before catching the edge of a cliff and struggles to hoist himself up. 
He jumps on the monster again, using his weight to drive a blade into the creature. 
$WWKHILJKW¶VILQDOH%HRZXOIKDQJVDURXQGWKHGUDJRQ¶VQHFNZKLOVWWU\LQJWRVWDELW
directly in the heart. Straining from the constraint around his wrist and unable to 
puncture the vital organ, Beowulf severs the tendons under his arm to extend his 
reach, howling with pain as he does so. This sequence goes to great effort to show 
%HRZXOI¶V VWUHQJWK DQG GH[WHULW\ KLV PXVFOHV VWUDLQLQJ IURP WKH toil and reacting 
with suitable distress when injured. This action sequence works in conjunction with 
WKH SRUWUD\DO RI %HRZXOI¶V QDNHG ERG\ WKH UHDOLVP RI WKH FKDUDFWHU¶V YLVXDO
appearance is now underlined with extensive physical action.  
Such sequences are particularly important to the motion-capture films because the 
body on-screen does not exist, at least not in the traditional, pro-filmic sense. The 
ILOPV¶ DFWLRQ VHTXHQFHV WKHUHIRUH UHIOHFW D JUHDWHU XUJHQF\ WR VKRZ VSHFWDFXODU
moments which are anchored to real sensations, with characters responding 
appropriately to stimuli. Jenna Ng suggests these moments are effective not because 
they duplicate their live-action counterparts, but because the motion-capture process 
is the direct recording of movement LWVHOI µWKH H[SHULHQFH RI PRFDS EHFRPHV D
VSHFLILFVHQVHRIEHLQJUDWKHUWKDQRQHRIVHHLQJ¶1J8QOLNHSUR-filmic 
processes which rely on the reflection of light to record the referent, motion-capture 
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µGLVWLOV PRYHPHQW IURP WKH PRYLQJ ERG\ ... the moving image is now not of the 
DXGLRYLVXDO EXW RI WKH NLQDHVWKHWLF¶  1J DQDO\VHV Avatar to show how this 
µVHQVHRIEHLQJ¶LVVWUHVVHGRQDQDUUDWLYHOHYHOP\GHVFULSWLRQRIWKHILOP¶VDSSHDO
to the senses at the start of this chapter is an example of 1J¶V SRLQW =HPHFNLV¶V
ILOPV DOVR WKHPDWLVH ZKDW %DOFHU]DN VLPLODUO\ WHUPV WKH µNLQHWLF DXUD¶ RI PRWLRQ-
FDSWXUHDVDOODUHEURDGO\FRQFHUQHGZLWKSURWDJRQLVWVEHOLHYLQJLQDµVSLULW¶RIOLIH
whether it be Christmas or heroism. One could extend 1J¶V DUJXPHQW WR VD\ WKLV
µVHQVHRIEHLQJ¶LVVWUHVVHGLQWKH=HPHFNLVILOPV¶SURPRWLRQDOPDWHULDODQGWKXVWKH
knowledge that this is motion-capture on display during the action sequence has, 
already, communicated the physicality of the recorded body to the viewer.  
The experience for the viewer is potent in action cinema as Purse argues that a 
GLVSOD\ RI VXFK SK\VLFDOLW\ µSHUPLWV D VHQVRULDO UHFRJQLWLRQ RQ WKH SDUW RI WKH




films also appeal to this physical experience of cinema, with their projection in 3D 
evoking responses from viewers utilising suitably sensory imagery. They write the 
ILOPV DUH µDQ LQYROYLQJ DQG GD]]OLQJ VHQVRU\ H[SHULHQFH¶ 3XLJ  µH\H
poppingly spectaFXODU +DPPRQG  DQG µZLOO KDYH \RX MXPSLQJ RXW RI \RXU
VNLQ¶ 7UDYHUV  7KH DVVRFLDWLRQ RI PRWLRQ-capture with theme park rides 
emphases this further. Cinema cannot, of course, literally transport the body through 
space like a rollercoaster, buW WKH DFWLRQ LQ =HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV DLPV WR SURYRNH WKH
feelings akin to such experiences. The digital 3D is an integral part of this process, as 
objects which threaten the protagonists are framed, sometimes using a point-of-view 
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shot, to seemingly extend beyond the screen towards the viewers, as with a spear in 
Beowulf or the deathly finger of the third spirit in A Christmas Carol.   
,FRQWHQGWKDWWKHVHILOPV¶KHLJKWHQHGVHQVHRISK\VLFDOPRWLRQDQGPDWHULDOLW\RIWKH
fictional bodies is used to draw attentiRQ WR WKHYLHZHU¶VRZQERGLO\H[SHULHQFHRI
WKH ILOP 7KLV VWUDWHJ\ LV LQWHQGHG WR JURXQG WKH µNLQHWLF DXUD¶ %DOFHU]DN RI WKH
motion-captured human to another real body; to equate the digital experience to a 
real-ZRUOGRQH=HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV WKXVDSSHDO Wo a phenomenological experience of 
FLQHPDDVGHVFULEHGE\6REFKDFNµWKHILOPH[SHULHQFHLVPHDQLQJIXOnot to the side 
of our bodies but because of our bodies. Which is to say that movies provoke in us 
WKH³FDUQDO WKRXJKWV´ WKDW JURXQGDQG LQIRUPPRUHFRQVFLRXVDQDO\VLV¶ 6REFKDFN
2004, 60). Aptly, Sobchack notes that this process of thinking through the body 
UHYHDOV WKH µVHQVH DQG VHQVLELOLW\ RI PDWHULDOLW\ LWVHOI¶  7KLV LV SDUWLFXODUO\
important for engagement with the motion-captured body which seeks to dazzle 
audiences with its spectacular displays of technology, whilst grounding the vitality 
RIWKHGLJLWDOERG\WRUHDOLW\$SSHDOLQJWRYLHZHUV¶RZQVHQVHRIHPERGLPHQWKHOSV
WR VRXUFH WKLV µPDWHULDOLW\¶ DVGLVWLQFWO\KXPDQ7KH µOLYHGERG\¶ZKLFK Sobchack 
DUJXHV KHOSV WR FRQVWUXFW WKLV PHDQLQJ  LV FKDOOHQJHG E\ =HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV WR
experience the motion-captured humans as living.  
7KHILOPV¶VXFFHVVZLWKWKLVLVPL[HG$VDOUHDG\QRWHGFULWLFVHQMR\WKHWKHPHSDUN-
like action, which further cRQILUPV 6REFKDFN¶V FODLP FLQHPD KDV WKH FDSDFLW\ WR
stimulate the body in this way. However, the aim that these action sequences will 
then, in turn, emphasise the human characters as living is less successful. Tellingly, 
LQ WKHFULWLFV¶GHVFULSWLRQRIWKHfilms, the action sequences are often considered in 
isolation, away from comments concerning the human characters: the action 
evidently does not aid engagement with the human characters. In fact, the 3D effects 
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are seen as a hindrance to this relationship, DV'XDQH'XGHNQRWHVµ7KLVIHHOLQJRI
constant distraction ± of [being] visually stimulated without becoming engaged ± 
PD\EH WKHHVVHQWLDO IODZ LQ WKH' ILOPH[SHULHQFH¶ 'XGHN44 7KLV µIODZ¶
has IXUWKHU QHJDWLYH FRQVHTXHQFHV IRU =HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV, which try to forge 
emotional identification between the photorealist, animated body and the viewer. 
The visual ± and, indeed, embodied ± stimulation of the action sequences provoke 
µFRQVFLRXV DQDO\VLV¶ 6REFKDFN EXW WKLV LQDGYHUWHQWO\ OHDGV WR H[SHULHQces of the 
XQFDQQ\ DV RXWOLQHG LQ VSHFWDWRUV¶ UHVSRQVHV 7KHUH DUH WZR UHDVRQV ZK\ WKLV
KDSSHQV)LUVW1J¶VWUDQVODWLRQRIDVHQVHRIVHHLQJLQWRµEHLQJ¶GRHVQRWHTXDWHWR
YLHZHUV¶H[SHULHQFHRI=HPHFNLV¶V ILOPVDQG WKLV , DUJXH LVEHFDXVH WKH ODWWHU are 
photorealist animations, rather than live-action features like Avatar =HPHFNLV¶V
films do not benefit from Avatar¶V FRPSDULVRQ DQG VHSDUDWLRQ RI WKH UHDO DFWRU¶V
body to its digital double on visual and narrative levels; and the presence of pro-
filmic bodies within the diegesis to provide a counter to the excessive digital visual 
effects. The transformation which is thematised in Avatar¶V RSHQLQJ KDV DOUHDG\
taken place, off-VFUHHQIRU=HPHFNLV¶VFUHDWLRQVZKLFKWKXVUHO\RQWKHVWUHQJWKRI
the animaWLRQ¶VSKRWRUHDOLVPWRHQJDJHYLHZHUV 
Second, the action sequences which aim to enhance this engagement actually 
become a hindrance because they draw attention to the bodies on-screen for extended 
periods of time. Elsewhere, Purse links the duration of tKH YLUWXDO DFWLRQ ERG\¶V
screen-WLPH WR D ZHDNHQLQJ RI WKH YLHZHU¶V LGHQWLILFDWLRQ ZLWK VXFK SURWDJRQLVWV
because this time allows unfavourable contemplation of the visual effects. Purse 
ZULWHVµ([WHQGHGFRQWHPSODWLRQIRUFHVWKHVSHFWDWRUFRQVFLRXVO\WRconfront the fact 
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LPDJLQDWLYH LPPHUVLRQ LQ WKH ILOP ZRUOG¶ 3XUVH   , ZDQW WR H[WHQG WKLV
DUJXPHQW IXUWKHUDQGDUJXH WKDW IRU=HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV WKLVFRQWHmplation does not 
reveal the on-VFUHHQ ERG\ DV MXVW XQUHDO UDWKHU LW LOOXPLQDWHV WKH ERG\¶V
RQWRORJLFDOO\FRPSOH[LWLHV7KH ILOPV¶DHVWKHWLFVDQGPRWLRQ-FDSWXUH¶VSKLORVRSK\
aim for a realism which calls for comparison to live-action, pro-filmic traditions, as 
HPSKDVLVHGE\WKHILOPV¶VW\OHQDUUDWLYHDQGH[WUD-textual materials. The duration of 
WKHDFWLRQVHTXHQFHVHQKDQFHVWKHLQDGHTXDFLHVRIWKHLOOXVLRQ¶VHQGUHVXOW6FURRJH
LV DIUDLG WKH JKRVWV¶ DFWLRQV ZLOO KXUW KLP EHFDXVH KH LV µPRUWDO¶ DQG \HW this 
impression of mortality is undermined by subtle details; Scrooge does not quite 
WRXFK WKHREMHFWV KH LQWHUDFWVZLWK OLNHZKHQKHKROGV WKH VHFRQG¶V VSLULW¶V UREHV
When Beowulf is flung across the room during his fight with Grendal, the digital 
human does not seem to land with sufficient force, his skin remaining unmarked 
from the physical impact. These moments demonstrate how humans fall into the 
µQHWKHUZRUOG EHWZHHQ WKH EHOLHYDEOH DQG WKH XQEHOLHYDEOH¶ WKH IODZV LQ WKH
animation, enhanced as they aUHE\ WKHH[WHQVLYHDFWLRQ UHQGHU WKHERGLHV µQHLWKHU
KHUHQRUWKHUH¶.HQGULFN7KHDIRUHPHQWLRQHGVFHQHRI+RERGHPDWHULDOLVLQJ
in The Polar Express characterises this uncanny sensation. The Hobo character has 
an indexical and iconic gravitas in KLV OLQN WR +DQNV KRZHYHU +RER¶V VWDUWOLQJ
disappearance visually reflects the instability at the core of all the characters: their 
verisimilitude is equally artificial, ready to disintegrate at any time.   
Lesley Stern demonstrates how these elements ± the on-screen body, its movement 
DQG WKH FRQWHPSODWLRQ RI WKH WHFKQRORJ\¶V FDSDELOLWLHV ± combine to evoke a 
specifically uncanny bodily reaction from the viewer. Like Sobchack, Stern argues 
for a bodily experience of cinema, writing that while the cinematic experience 
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HQFRXUDJHV µDFHUWDLQERGLO\NQRZLQJDOVR DQG LQ WKDWYHU\SURFHVV [it] opens up 
the recognition of a peculiar kind of not-NQRZLQJ¶ 6WHUQ   7KLV µQRW-
NQRZLQJ¶ LV VLPLODUO\ VLJQDOOHG E\ WKH ERG\ LQ ZKDW 6WHUQ GHVFULEHV DV µD VRUt of 
bodily aphasia, a gap which sometimes may register as a sense of dread in the pit of 
WKH VWRPDFK RU LQ D VRDULQJ HXSKRULF VHQVDWLRQ¶  6WHUQ QRWHV WKDW WKLV
VHQVDWLRQ RFFXUV EHFDXVH RI WKH µWHQVLRQ EHWZHHQ VWDVLV DQG PRYHPHQW¶  DQG
she outOLQHVWKHH[DPSOHRIWKHGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQWKHVWDWLRQDU\VSHFWDWRU¶VERG\LQ
comparison to the moving body on-screen. This moving/not-moving dichotomy is of 
FRXUVHSUHVHQWLQWKHUHDOLW\RIILOP¶VPDWHULDOLW\± moving pictures are based on the 
illusion of movement ± DQG WKLV LV UHPLQLVFHQW RI 0XOYH\¶V DVVRFLDWLRQ RI WKH
uncanny with this ontological truth (Mulvey, 2006). Mulvey identifies this in the 
association of stillness with death: the animate becoming inanimate. Stern reverses 
this idea to suggest it is the potency of sudden movement, of the shock evoked from 
recognising the vitality of the moving image, which causes the above sensations in 
the viewer. The uncanniness of cinema, in this sense, moves the spectator.  
6WHUQ¶VFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRI WKHXQFanny is particularly applicable to those works by 
=HPHFNLV¶V ZKLFK DUH DV QRWHG FRPSDUHG WR UROOHUFRDVWHU ULGHV 7KH VHQVDWLRQV
Stern describes ± VXFKDVDµVRDULQJHXSKRULFVHQVDWLRQ¶± are those associated with 
theme park attractions, and the 3D in ZemHFNLV¶V PRWLRQ-capture films aims to 
replicate these feelings. Sara Ross argues flying sequences, in particular, are 
synonymous with contemporary 3D movies. Ross notes that, unlike other digital 
displays of spectacle, the flying sequence is narratively justified in films like Avatar, 
ZKHUH VXFK VFHQHV FDQ µEH WLSSHG WRZDUGV ZRQGHU DQG H[KLODUDWLRQ VSHFWDWRULDO
VWDWHV WKDW KDYH YHUVDWLOH QDUUDWLYH IXQFWLRQDOLW\¶ 5RVV   7KH µQDUUDWLYH




IOLHV DQ ,NUDQ DQG WKLV VNLOO LV YLWDO LQ WKH EDWWOH IRU 3DQGRUD¶V VRYHUHLJQW\ DW WKH
ILOP¶VFRQFOXVLRQ7KHVHIO\LQJVHTXHQFHVDOVRRSHUDWHDV.ULVWHQ:KLVVHO¶VGLJLWDO
HIIHFWVHPEOHPV LQ WKLVFDVHDVH[DPSOHVRIµH[WUHPHYHUWLFDOLW\¶ZKLFKUHIOHFW WKH
narrative struggles of overcoming rival forces (Whissel, 2014)45. We can extend 
5RVV¶V DQG :KLVVHO¶V LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ RI Avatar¶V IO\LQJ VHTXHQFHV WR LQFOXGH -DNH¶V
SK\VLFDO WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ LQWR D 1D¶YL WKLV SORW SRLQW IXQFWLRQV GLHJHWLFDOO\ DV WKH
overcoming of physical barriers for Jake ± whose new alien body is now so strong 
and enables him to fly ± and it can be read allegorically as the digital technology 
ZKLFKDOORZV:RUWKLQJWRQ¶VERG\ WR DFKLHYH VXFK IHDWV RQ-screen. It is significant 
WKDW -DNH LV VHHQ VRDULQJ WKURXJK WKH VN\ RQO\ DV D 1D¶YL DQG QRW LQ KLV RULJLQDO
human body: motion-capture is allegorised as the liberating technological force 
behind this illusion, which promises new potential in the portrayal of the body on-
screen. 
=HPHFNLV¶V ILOPVFDQDOVREHUHDG LQ WKLVZD\ WKHPRWLRQ-capture films use action 
sequences ± a high proportion of which feature flying and falling ± in order to 
emphasise the physicality of the bodies on-screen by appealing to the sensations of 
WKH VSHFWDWRU¶V ERG\ 7KH VHTXHQFHV DUH DOVR QDUUDWLYHO\ VLJQLILFDQW ± all are 
conceived as events which serve the larger themes of protagonists believing in 
µVSLULW¶ IRUFHV DQG their own capabilities ± although the metaphorical meaning 
relating to the technology which mediates such spectacles is more poignant: the 
realism with which such characters move is enabled by the recording of real motion. 
Yet unlike Avatar=HPHFNLV¶VILOms evoke a sense of the uncanny in the viewer and 
this is also a direct result from these action sequences and the depiction of such 
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extreme movement. Stern helps to illuminate why. She writes that the depiction of 
sudden movement becomes uncanny not just because the movement itself is 
unexpected and startling, but because the action forces the contemplation that cinema 
itself ± the medium of its mediation ± is uncanny. Using similar terminology to Ng 
and Balcerzak, Stern argues that the uncanny experience LV D µNLQHVWKHWLF
FRQQHFWLRQ¶ µ7KHUH LVVRPHWKLQJH[WUDRUGLQDULO\H[KLODUDWLQJXSOLIWLQJ LQ WKHVKHHU
bodily momentum that transforms the space and time. But there is also something 
WKDWDURXVHVGUHDGDQGLVDQDORJRXVWRGLVHPERGLPHQW¶7KLVLVWKH ERG\µQRW-
NQRZLQJ¶ ILQGLQJ WKH XQIDPLOLDU LQ WKH IDPLOLDU VLJKW RI PRYLQJ LPDJHV µDQ
unheimlich TXDOLW\ LQWHJUDO WR WKH FLQHPDWLF H[SHULHQFH LWVHOI¶  6WHUQ XVHV D
scene from Blade Runner to demonstrate her point, when the android Pris launches 
an DWWDFNRQ'HFNDUGVRPHUVDXOWLQJWRZDUGVKLP'UDZLQJRQ(LVWHQVWHLQ¶VQRWHRI
WKHµUDJH¶LQVRPHUVDXOWLQJ6WHUQDUJXHVWKDWWKHPRPHQWLVVWDUWOLQJEHFDXVHRIWKH
suddenness with which Pris transforms from immobile to jumping (almost flying) 
through the air. This transition is analogous for the cinematic experience itself:  
Though pro-ILOPLFWKHERGLHVVHHPWRKDYHEHHQWDNHQSRVVHVVLRQRI,FDQ¶W
quite get rid of the feeling that (despite what I see) they are mechanical toys 
that have been wound up and then let loose by the film. These moving 
images move me (361).    
6WHUQ¶VFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRIWKLVH[SHULHQFHDVVHUWVWKDWKHUUHDFWLRQLVQRWWKHUHVXOWRI
a cognitive dissonance, as Bottomore suggests could  be an explanatory factor in the 
reaction of early cinema audiences to on-screen movement (explored in Chapter 2). 
)RU 6WHUQ LW LV WKH FRQWHPSODWLRQ RI WKH PRYHPHQW¶V PHGLDWLRQ ± as well as the 
movement itself ± which gives rise to an uncanny experience: the knowledge that 
cinema, itself, is uncanny. 6WHUQ¶V DERYH H[DPSOH LV HVSHFLDOO\ DSW DV 3ULV LV D
UHSOLFDQW WKH ILOP¶V HQYLVLRQLQJ RI D IXWXUH DXWRPDWRQ DQG WKXV DOUHDG\ carries 
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uncanny associations+RZHYHU6WHUQ¶VDFFRXQWUHPDLQVODUJHO\D-historical, relying 
RQH[DPSOHVGUDZQDFURVVFLQHPD¶V OLQeage. I suggest that by contextualising such 
experiences with the technological uncanny, one can identify more precisely the 
impact these films made at different times with diverse technologies, and therefore 
specifically why the uncanny is evoked. ZemeckiV¶VPRWLRQ-capture films were made 
at a time when the digital age expanded visual effects technology, as explored in the 
last chapter, and they engage with the suggestion that such technology can duplicate 
live-action aesthetics by replicating the most difficult illusion of all: the human body. 
Zemeckis thus takes up the mantel promoted by Final Fantasy, although The Polar 
Express et al mark a significant shift in the rhetoric surrounding this aim. The 
emphasis placed upon these films as motion-captured demonstrates that it is not just 
the duplication of human performance in digital form which is important; it is the 
transformation of real DFWRUV¶PRYHPHQWVLQWRSKRWRUHDOLVWLFGRSSHOJlQJHUVZKLFKLV
the central purpose of these films. An awareness of the motion-capture technology 
used does not lessen the uncanny potential of these digital humans; as Stern 
suggests, it is this precise knowledge of the medium which makes the experience 
uncanny.    
=HPHFNLV¶VVWUDWHJLHVWRDYRLGWKLVXQFDQQLQHVVGRQRWVXFFHHGThe reactions from 
YLHZHUVFRQILUPWKDWDWWHPSWVWRHPSKDVLVHWKHµKXPDQQHVV¶RIWKHFKDUDFWHUVXVLQJ
uncanny imagery adjacent to these bodies, and the sensory experience of action and 
3D do not distract away from the instability and eeriness of the bodies on-screen. 
The action sequences, in particular, yield potent results because the appeal made to 
VSHFWDWRUV¶ ERGLO\ H[SHULHQFH RI FLQHPD GRHV QRW HYRNH DQ HPSDWKHWLF UHVSRQVH
towards the human body on-screen. Rather, it illuminates the sensation of unease felt 
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by the viewer, feelings one can categorise and conceptualise as the technological 
uncanny.   
Mars Needs... WKHµHuman EOHPHQW¶ 
Mars Needs Moms (2011) was the last motion-FDSWXUHGILOPUHOHDVHGE\=HPHFNLV¶V
production company ImageMovers Digital which, at the time, had joined forces with 
Disney.46 Mars Needs Moms tells the story of how a boy named Milo must rescue 
his kidnapped mother from a matriarchal Martian society which uses the brains of 
KXPDQ PRWKHUV WR UDLVH WKHLU IHPDOH \RXQJ /LNH =HPHFNLV¶s other motion-
captured features, Mars Needs Moms was not well received by viewers, who found 
WKHGLJLWDOKXPDQVKDYHµFUHHS\URERWIDFHV¶6QLGHUDUHµZD[\LQH[SUHVVLYH¶
+DOH  DQG µGHDG-H\HG DQG DQWLVHSWLF¶ %HOO  0DUMRULH %DXPJDUWHn 
writes that the problem with Mars Needs Moms LVWKDWWKHFKDUDFWHUVODFNµWKHKXPDQ
HOHPHQW¶ %DXPJDUWHQ  +HU VWDWHPHQW LV UHIOHFWLYH RI WKH JHQHUDO FRQVHQVXV
that the story did not emotionally engage the viewer (Horgen, 2011) and the alien 
characWHUV ZHUH FUHHS\ $QRQ  EXW %DXPJDUWHQ¶V SRLQW UHIHUV VSHFLILFDOO\ WR
the human characters. The assessment is ironic: the human characters are created 
using motion-FDSWXUH VR LQGH[LFDOO\ VSHDNLQJ WKH\ FRQWDLQ PRUH RI WKH µKXPDQ
HOHPHQW¶WKDQVD\3L[DU¶VDQLPDWLRQV+RZHYHUDVWKHDQDO\VLVDERYHGHPRQVWUDWHV
the knowledge and experience of the human motion-captured character on-screen 
GRHVQRWFRQYH\WKLVµKXPDQHOHPHQW¶RUPRUHVSHFLILFDOO\LWWUDQVIRUPVWKHPLQWR
eerie doppelgängers which viewers find uncanny.  
                                                          
46
 The joint project was set up in 2007 and provided Zemeckis with the facilities to produce and direct 




Mars Needs Moms was released the same year as two other films utilising motion-
capture technology: Rise of the Planet of the Apes (2011) and The Adventures of 
Tintin: The Secret of the Unicorn (2011), both starring the motion-captured 
pHUIRUPDQFHRI$QG\6HUNLV$VDOUHDG\QRWHG6HUNLV¶VFDUHHUUHIOHFWVWKHLQFUHDVHG
XVH DQG DZDUHQHVV RI WKH WHFKQRORJ\ DV SDUW RI DQ DFWRU¶V RHXYUH DOWKRXJK KLV
success parallels his restriction to conveying non-human characters: I argue his 
avoidance of WKHXQFDQQ\UHDFWLRQVDLPHGDW=HPHFNLV¶VILOPVLV LQQRVPDOOZD\
UHOLDQWRQ6HUNLV¶VHYDVLRQRIKXPDQFKDUDFWHUVTintin is the only exception to this 
rule, where Serkis is motion-captured to become Captain Haddock. Yet this motion-
capture human character did not evoke the uncanny imagery or reactions posited 
against Mars Needs Moms. One useful indicator of this is how the uncanny valley is 
used by viewers in their reception of the films. As noted earlier, awareness of the 
theory increased throughout the decade and in the responses gathered on Mars Needs 
Moms all references to the concept utilise the phrase to express their unsatisfactory 
experience. In the seventy reviews collected on Tintin, only seven refer to the theory 
of the uncanny valley specifically and only two use the phrase in a negative sense. 
More often, the term is used as a positive comparison; as Christopher Lloyd writes 
Tintin µ>KLWV@WKDWVZHHWVSRWLQEHWZHHQDQHDU-photographic representation of reality 
and just enough cartoony distoUWLRQ WR NHHS WKLQJV DERYH WKH ULP RI WKH ³XQFDQQ\
YDOOH\´¶/OR\G 
Lloyd reveals one difference between the films which explains the contrasting 
reactions: how the photorealism is used. Mars Needs Moms OLNH=HPHFNLV¶VRWKHU
projects, uses motion-capture to establish photorealistic animation which evokes 
live-action aesthetics. Tintin, however, caricatures the humans in order for them to 
DSSHDUDVGLJLWDOYHUVLRQVRI+HUJp¶VRULJLQDOFRPLF-book drawings. The opening to 
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Tintin reinforces this fact as a clever plot point, whereby Tintin sits for a portrait 
performed by the digital doppelgänger of Hergé himself, allows us to look at the 
traditionally drawn Tintin. The portrait is then removed and the new digital version 
of the character is revealed in a close-up. This reinvented Tintin encompasses 
everything we have come to expect from digital animation in recent years: the boy 
reporter has been given a three-dimensional form and attention is given to the 
smallest details, such as the texturing of his hair, the folds in his coat and the life-like 
expressions on his face. However, Tintin does not quite correlate to real-world 
expectations ± his features are exaggerated to maintain a similarity to his drawn 
version ± DQG VR WKH ILOP¶V PRWLRQ-capture aims instead for the photorealism of 
texture but the caricatured body of Pixar animations.   
Some reviewers did express displeasure at Tintin and call its animation uncanny: as 
%ULDQ *LEVRQ QRWHV µWKH ERGLHV VWLOO KDYH VRPH VOLJKWO\ VWLII SRVHV DQG WKH IDFHV
seHP D WRXFK SODVWLFN\¶ *LEVRQ  However such reactions are much less 
frequent that the negative responses garnered by Mars Needs Moms. Indeed, Joshua 
Weinstein emphasises the difference between the two films, provocatively asking: 
µ&DQ6WHYHQ6SLHOEHUJ¶VTintin save motion-FDSWXUHDQLPDWLRQ"¶:HLQVWHLQ
7KH LQIHUHQFH LV WKDW =HPHFNLV¶V ILOPV KDYH GRRPHG WKH WHFKQRORJ\ :HLQVWHLQ¶V
DUWLFOHLVDUHPLQGHUWKDWWKHXQFDQQLQHVVRI=HPHFNLV¶VPRWLRQ-capture projects had 
commercial implications which culminated with Mars Needs Moms. The film made a 
huge financial loss and ImageMovers Digital were forced to cancel their future 
projects47. The company also had their contract with Disney cancelled. Yacov 
)UHHGPDQ DOVR KLJKOLJKWV KRZ WKH WHFKQRORJ\¶V FRPSOex ontology challenges 
industry definitions ± the Academy has had to reconsider its definition of animation 
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± and divides opinion on how desirable the motion-capture effects are for audiences; 
)UHHGPDQQRWHVKRZ3L[DU¶VRatatouille (2007), released the same year as Beowulf, 
DQQRXQFHVSURXGO\ LQ LWVHQGFUHGLWVD µTXDOLW\DVVXUDQFHJXDUDQWHHJHQXLQH
animation! No motion-FDSWXUH¶)UHHGPDQ 
The future of motion-capture is, I contend, inextricably linked to the reception of the 
photorealistiF GLJLWDO KXPDQ ERG\ ZKLFK UHPDLQV WR GDWH XQFDQQ\ 6HUNLV¶V
successful career with the technology focuses exclusively on non-human and 
caricatured roles, and his planned future projects look to continue with this trend48. 
Poignantly, a recent interview wLWK6HUNLVGXEEHGWKHDFWRUWKHµNLQJRISRVW-human 
DFWLQJ¶+LDWW7KHSKUDVHLVWHOOLQJVXJJHVWLQJWKDW6HUNLV¶VYLUWXDORQ-screen 
presence has superseded the limits of the pro-filmic body in a manner evocative of 
%DUEDUD &UHHG¶V SUHGLFWLRQ RI µF\EHUVWDUV¶ RYHU D GHFDGH HDUOLHU &UHHG  DV
RXWOLQHGLQWKH,QWURGXFWLRQ<HW6HUNLV¶VDFFRODGHLVSDUDGR[LFDOPRWLRQ-capture is 
UHOLDQW RQ WKH SHUIRUPDQFH RI DFWRUV DQG 6HUNLV¶V HQGRUVHPHQW RI WKH WHFKQRORJ\
seeks to emphasise how his digital characters are him. Instead, I think the label 
points to the larger problem for motion-capture which has yet to be solved: will the 
photorealistic, motion-captured human body always be uncanny? The success of 
films like Avatar DQG 6HUNLV¶V ZRUNV DUH FXUUHQWO\ reliant on the digital character 
EHLQJ µSRVW-KXPDQ¶ WKDW LVQRWKXPDQDWDOO2U WKLQNLQJDERXW WKLVDQRWKHUZD\
Prince notes that the successful integration of digital visual effects is to create a 
VHQVHRIµSHUFHSWXDOUHDOLVP¶ZKHUHµXQUHDOLPDJHVPDy be referentially fictional but 
SHUFHSWXDOO\ UHDOLVWLF¶ 3ULQFH   7KH GLJLWDO SKRWRUHDOLVWLF KXPDQ ERG\
rendered through motion-capture complicates this truth where animated images may 
be referentially real ± even indexical ± but perceptually challenging and uncanny.    
                                                          
48
 6HUNLV¶VSHUIRUPDQFH-capture studio Imaginarium plans to release adaptations of The Jungle Book 
and Animal Farm.  
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  Figure 20 ± The Polar Express (2004)  







  Figure 22 - Beowulf (2007)  
  Figure 23 - Beowulf (2007)  








  Figure 25 - A Christmas Carol (2009)  
  Figure 26 - Grendal in Beowulf (2007)  




Early and Digital Cinema Converge: 
Spectatorship, the Body and the Future of the Technological Uncanny in Hugo 
Set in 1931, Hugo (2011) tells the story of the titular boy who is orphaned and forced 
to work in a train station winding the building's clocks after a fire killed his father 
and alcoholism leads to the demise of his uncle - his last living relative. No one 
knows of Hugo's presence or work in the station and, when he is not hiding evidence 
of his existence from the Station Inspector, Hugo works secretly on fixing an 
automaton which belonged to his father. Hugo steals parts for his machine from a toy 
shop owner, known as Papa Georges by his goddaughter, Isabelle. Hugo and Isabelle 
become friends and discover that Papa Georges is, in fact, the early film pioneer 
Georges Méliès and the children seek to lift the filmmaker out of his current 
melancholy and restore public appreciation for his work.  
Directed by Martin Scorsese, Hugo represents a significant shift in focus for his 
career. The film is both 6FRUVHVH¶V first film aimed at children ± based on the novel 
The Invention of Hugo Cabret (Brian Selznick, 2007) ± and his first feature shot in 
digital 3D. The film draws the vieZHU¶V attention to the technology of FLQHPD¶V 
visual effects through a dual movement: first by emphasising older special effects 
techniques with 0pOLqV¶V character and incorporating the ILOPPDNHU¶V life story and 
original work into the fictional narrative49; and, second, Hugo highlights 
contemporary cinematic effects by its use of digital and digital 3D. The juxtaposition 
of the ILOP¶V narrative concerns of early cinema, together with its status as a digital 
                                                          
49
 It should be noted that some of the bibliographical details featured in the film are inaccurate; for 
H[DPSOH-HDQQHG¶$OF\NQRZQDV0DPD-HDQQHLQWKHILOPZDV0pOLqV¶VPLVWUHVVQRWZLIHGXULQJ
the time shown in flashbacks. However, the most important plot point ± that the filmmaker owned a 
toy stall aIWHUKLVILOPPDNLQJFDUHHU¶VGHPLVH± is true.    
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feature, demonstrates how Hugo performs what Richard Grusin terms a kind of 
atavism: the use of contemporary digital, 3D technology to represent and mediate 
older cinematic forms (Grusin, 2014). As a result of this Manohla Dargis calls the 
film µSRLJQDQW and SDUDGR[LFDO¶ (Dargis, 2011), an idea Giovanni Tiso develops into 
a negative criticism of the film as he writes:    
But Scorsese the passionate campaigner for film preservation GRHVQ¶W see the 
contradiction in making a movie in which the films of Georges Méliès are 
digitised ... at the same time as they are held as the thing that is authentic, the 
objective Real that modern cinema is founded upon and should seek to return 
to (Tiso, 2012). 
Does a digital film about the life and work of early FLQHPD¶V Méliès create a paradox 
which indicates a contradictory vision in Hugo¶V version of film history? As this 
chapter will investigate, this characterisation of the film is inaccurate. Hugo does not 
simply digitise 0pOLqV¶V work for the sake of it or characterise early and digital 
filmmaking practices as diametrically opposed. Rather, the analogue and the digital 
are brought into a complementary dialogue in Hugo, one which emphasises notions 
of continuity ± instead of incongruence ± in the ILOP¶V representation of film history. 
Scorsese encourages the viewer to reflect upon the differences between analogue and 
digital visual effects, but these technologies are both presented with a celebratory 
tone. For example, how Méliès achieved the trick shots in his films is meticulously 
detailed through flashbacks showing the filmmaking process and post-production 
activities. This is combined with spectacular displays of digital technology, such as 
the opening sweeping shots which track across a computer-generated Paris skyline 
and the use of stereoscopic effects in digital 3D, emphasised, for example, in 
moments such as when the Station ,QVSHFWRU¶V dog glares at Hugo during a pursuit 
and the FDQLQH¶V muzzle appears to extend beyond the screen. Analogue and digital 
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effects are both engaged in the creation of spectacular visual effects, and Scorsese 
encourages the viewer to appreciate both equally, urging for the preservation of the 
past. A clear purpose behind Hugo is to encourage audiences to remember 
filmmakers like Méliès ± whilst engaging with contemporary technologies. In doing 
so, Hugo draws together several of the threads that have been discussed throughout 
this thesis. Hugo is a film which makes extensive use of visual effects technology as 
well as telling a story about those technologies and their impact upon cinema 
history, thus combining elements observed in the earlier case studies for both early 
and digital cinema. In doing so, the film highlights salient points arising from 
previous chapters including: the importance of the representation of the human body 
on screen the ways in which the motifs of the automaton and the double figure 
strongly in this narrative, and how, most significantly of all, the theory of the 
technological uncanny elucidates the similarities between early and digital film 
practices and VSHFWDWRUV¶ responses to cinema. 
As a digital film about early cinema and, particularly, Méliès, Hugo creatively 
integrates these elements on narrative and visual levels. This synergy illuminates my 
characterisation of the technological uncanny as a concept consistently informing the 
construction and reception of new cinematic technologies. The technological 
uncanny is a historically-focused theory of the uncanny which stresses realistic 
depictions of the human body through mechanical means, and YLHZHUV¶ responses to 
this marvel. The technological uncanny finds its origins through the Freudian 
uncanny tropes of the automaton and the double: motifs which were technologically 
realised in the 18th and 19th Centuries through a tradition of clockwork androids, 
optical illusions and photographic reproductions. The technology of cinema emerged 
from this context and is an expression of the technological uncanny. The concept 
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also helps to elucidate a specific mode of spectatorship: these spectacular displays of 
technology actively draw attention to the mechanisms of their own illusion, 
encouraging audiences to contemplate the nature of the body they are viewing. It is 
this double movement ± to create realistic portrayals of the body but undermine this 
authenticity at the same time ± which leads to an experience of the technological 
uncanny. The unheimlich experience of attempts to appreciate the verisimilitude of 
the illusion and comprehend the larger implications of such an invention is at the 
heart of this uneasy, compelling and intriguing sensation.  
The early and digital case studies outlined so far contain some variations in how they 
forge this relationship to the technological uncanny. In the early cinema context, the 
attraction of photographic moving images was both its ability to record reality (with 
ideas of the index coming to the fore) and its capability for that reality to be 
manipulated with, for example, trick shots. 0pOLqV¶V work explores these dimensions 
through the presentation of the body and illuminates how the language of the 
uncanny informs such portrayals and their audience reception. In the period I broadly 
term the digital age, these ideas of reality and artifice shape the discussion of how 
new imaging technologies affect these representations again, with cinemD¶V indexical 
properties central to these debates. Motion-capture technology effectively 
encompasses these discussions as it combines live-action performance with digital 
compositing. =HPHFNLV¶V work explores the visual effects process through his 
portrayal of the human body and audiences widely labelled these films as uncanny. 
As such, whereas Méliès incorporates uncanny tropes in his depiction of the 
transformative, mutable body, Zemeckis uses such ideas in order stabilise the digital 
body, exiling uncanny imagery onto the surrounding diegesis. The reception of these 
efforts for their respective contemporary audiences strike slightly different tones. 
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Where commentaries on the work of Méliès and his peers reflexed anxious 
anticipation for where the medium may lead, responses to =HPHFNLV¶V work are more 
overtly critical; writers draw comparisons with uncanny bodies (waxworks, 
automata, etc.) to complain that the motion-capture technology adversely affects 
their engagement with characters. These differences are largely due to context: as 
outlined in previous chapters, one must appreciate the mode of address influenced by 
varied illusory and entertainment traditions with 0pOLqV¶V work, whilst the reception 
of motion-capture takes place within the established industry of µFLQHPD¶ recognised 
today. Yet this diversity does not mean any comparisons are impossible or unhelpful. 
Indeed, a central purpose in this thesis has been to illuminate continuities in these 
histories of visual effects and to establish the technological uncanny as a framework 
reflecting this. Hugo effectively draws together the analysis on early and digital 
cinema discussed so far, bringing into focus how the technological uncanny 
elucidates the analogous positioning between these two eras and their representations 
of the human body using new effects technologies.  
This chapter shall demonstrate these points in three sections. First I will explore how 
Hugo conceptualises cinematic spectatorship, as the film dramatizes the reaction of 
early cinema viewers and shows this engagement as a defining point in the PHGLXP¶V 
history. Hugo re-tells the myth of spectators cowering at the sight of moving images 
but, I argue, its portrayal of the theme of looking presented elsewhere in the film 
complicates this legend, instead establishing a more nuanced reaction which 
correlates to notions of the uncanny. The second part looks more closely at how 
Hugo¶V vision of cinema impacts upon its representation and conceptualisation of the 
filmic body, with particular emphasis on the QDUUDWLYH¶V automaton. The automaton ± 
a central trope of the technological uncanny ± demonstrates why this form of 
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mechanised body appears frequently in audience reactions to early and digital 
cinema. The third and final section considers how Hugo does not just reengage and 
consolidate the theory of the uncanny and its relationship to cinema as postulated so 
far, but also how the ILOP¶V combination of early and digital technologies points to 
new ways for these cinema histories to interact. In particular, Hugo renews 
contemporary interest in 0pOLqV¶V work, pointing to the importance of considering 
the experience of early cinema in the digital age. Contemplating this new mode of 
spectatorship is another way in which the technological uncanny continues to be 
relevant as audiences interact with new ± and very old ± visual effects technologies.     
Dramatizing the Technological Uncanny Experience  
Hugo differs from the other films considered in this thesis because, unlike the other 
case studies, the film did not evoke reactions from critics or viewers which identify 
the characters in the story as uncanny. Hugo is not uncanny in the same way as the 
Méliès films discussed in Chapter 2 or the motion-capture examples in Chapter 4 
have been distinguished as such. The startling imagery of the trick film identified by 
early cinema viewers is, in Hugo, subsumed into a larger narrative about self-
discovery and family unity. Similarly, viewers of the film ± released the same year as 
Mars Needs Moms ± did not find 6FRUVHVH¶V protagonists creepy or weird like the 
DQLPDWLRQ¶V motion-captured efforts. This is because the early and digital cinema 
examples analysed previously perform uncanny tropes, evoking reactions which can 
be contextualised within the technological uncanny; these case studies place 
particular emphasis upon the human body, drawing attention to the ontology of the 
medium enabling the transformation of this body into a filmic form. The importance 
of the uncanny in analysing Hugo operates differently. Hugo dramatizes the 
experience of audiences finding cinema uncanny. It does this in three ways. First, 
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Hugo prepares the audience for this narrative by emphasising from the very start the 
theme of watching. In both strands of its narrative ± the story of Hugo¶V life and the 
rediscovery of Méliès ± the film constantly reminds us what it is to be a spectator 
and to look, with the most important form of µORRNLQJ¶ being a YLHZHU¶V engagement 
with the cinema screen. Second, the film emphasises the child spectator, in 
particular, in attempts to convey the specific effect of viewing cinematic images, 
which are often compared to notions of magic and dreams within the film. Third, 
Hugo complicates the last distinction by resisting the idea that 19th Century viewers 
are simply naïve/childlike viewers, completely unfamiliar with what they saw on the 
cinema screen. Instead Scorsese points to the complexity of such spectators by 
suggesting it is a combination of the images and ± importantly ± a contemplation on 
the technology behind the illusion of those moving pictures which is key to 
representing the reaction of audience members to early cinema. I argue that it is this 
process that can be theorised through the uncanny. In engaging with film history in 
this way, Hugo reminds us that a comparison can be drawn between those 19th 
Century viewers experiencing photographically-produced moving pictures projected 
for the first time and spectators of today consuming digital cinema and engaging 
with contemporary technologies. In both cases viewers are not straightforwardly 
frightened or naïve about what they see; rather these technologies contribute to a 
wider experience of moving images whilst offering new (or renewed) spectacles 
which necessitate further contemplation of the filmic medium. Hugo thus helps to 
tell a story of the historical importance of the uncanny to cinema, whilst, at the same 
time, suggesting ways this concept is still relevant to contemporary digital cinema 
and, indeed, to the viewing of Hugo itself.    
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The importance of looking is established in Hugo¶V opening shots. After an initial 
view of a close-up of clockwork parts which dissolve into the Paris skyline, an edit 
to another long shot of the city then tracks into the Gare Montparnasse, the camera 
moving through the station, past the trains and its passengers, before finding and 
zooming into +XJR¶V face from behind a clock face, all in one take. Unlike the hustle 
and bustle of the trains and the passengers below, the boy protagonist is isolated and 
distinguished from his surroundings by the close-up shot of his face and the fact he 
simply watches. Several shot-reverse shots between +XJR¶V eyes and the train station 
reveal what he looks at from his high vantage point: the busy platforms, the Station 
Inspector and his dog, Monsieur Frick and Madame Emilie, and the florist Lisette, 
all of whom will feature in subplots of the film. +XJR¶V gaze is not simply 
voyeurism to its own end but, rather, becomes an analogy for viewing cinematic 
images, even at this early stage in the film. The characters given particular attention 
through +XJR¶V µORRN¶ are those whose stories shall later coincide; Kristen 
Thompson comments how these subplots operate like µPLQL early cinema YLJQHWWHV¶ 
as though Scorsese pays homage to the stories and action which commonly appeared 
in early films, such as chase sequences, comical dogs and love stories (Thompson, 
2011).  
This idea that +XJR¶V looking is akin to cinema spectatorship is again reinforced by 
the ER\¶V first interaction with Méliès, immediately following this opening scene. 
Once +XJR¶V initial watching of the station is over, he runs through all the 
clockwork mechanisms to reach another side of the clock face in order to ascertain 
0pOLqV¶V movements at his toy stand. There are two subtle moments in the 
interaction that follows which connect the act of looking to the cinema and to filming 
processes. Méliès, whose past as a filmmaker has yet to be revealed at this point, is 
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watched by Hugo who gazes out from the clock face a second time. Several edits 
move closer into 0pOLqV¶V seated figure, pausing for a brief moment on an extreme 
close-up of the old PDQ¶V eye, with the clock reflection visible (Figure 28). As 
fleeting as it is, this striking image visually aligns Méliès with the mechanisms of 
clockwork ± a pairing reserved exclusively for Hugo up until this point ± and thus 
suggests an association with the technology which the film later extrapolates to be 
that of cinema. Placing this emphasis upon 0pOLqV¶V gaze hints at the importance of 
his µORRNLQJ¶ in his capacity as a filmmaker. The shot could also be read, extending 
7KRPSVRQ¶V earlier interpretation, as another kind of homage to early filmmaking 
practices. The framing of 0pOLqV¶V eyes as they flicker towards the clock face 
indicates knowledge of +XJR¶V presence; a fact confirmed later when the old man 
confronts the boy. This returning of +XJR¶V gaze again singles Méliès out from the 
other people watched in this opening scene and could be read as a form of direct 
address; a common occurrence in early cinema films, where characters look directly 
at the camera, acknowledging the presence of a spectator. Méliès portrays his 
awareness of +XJR¶V looking in a manner reminiscent of the direct look the real 
filmmaker used as a performer in his own films (as discussed in Chapter 2)50. The 
use of this knowing gaze here helps to briefly align us, the spectators, with Méliès; 
we are shown MélièV¶V awareness of being watched and this information exceeds 
+XJR¶V knowledge at this point. Aligning the audience with Méliès may seem 
strange at this stage in the narrative ± his identity is unknown and he appears to be 
just a dejected old man for the first part of the film ± but 0pOLqV¶V importance to the 
narrative and to the theme of looking is visually established early in preparation for 
the revelation of his previous life.   
                                                          
50
 The fact all this information is conveyed before the characters speak ± they are silent ± could be 
interpreted as another subtle nod to early cinema.   
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These juxtapositions of different forms of looking are extended further by the second 
brief but distinctive moment highlighted in this sequence. Believing Méliès is 
unaware of his presence, Hugo ventures out from within the clock and attempts to 
take the clockwork toy mouse from the stall. Méliès stops the boy, forcing him to 
empty his pockets and, in doing so, discovers the notebook which details the designs 
of the automaton. As Méliès flicks through the book, the images of the machine 
become animate, appearing to move in the fashion of a flick-book. The non-diegetic 
music on the score crescendos with the DXWRPDWRQ¶V µPRYHPHQW¶ (the DXWRPDWRQ¶V 
head turns to look out at the viewer in another direct address) and Méliès shuts the 
book quickly, pushing it away and quietly exclaiming µ*KRVWV¶ The movement of 
images in quick succession is, of course, the basis of the illusion of animated 
pictures, and how this technology developed into cinema is a central concern for 
Hugo. The flick-book allusion acts as a reminder of the plethora of technologies 
which influenced FLQHPD¶V development51 and, most importantly, how the moving 
pictures of cinema are an illusion of sight. The gaze of a cinema audience is one 
directed at an illusion, an artifice which 0pOLqV¶V films manipulate through the use of 
trick photography. Seeing the flick-book movement acts as a reminder of the 
technology behind cinema but also what it is to be a viewer. In this instance Méliès 
is also a spectator, looking through the notebook; this alludes to his transformation in 
the narrative to become accepting of the µJKRVWV¶ of the past (his films); and his role 
as spectator of his own movies at the ILOP¶V conclusion.  
Therefore the opening to Hugo subtly reveals 0pOLqV¶V relationship to the central 
themes of the film and how these shall progress. With the emphasis placed upon 
                                                          
51
 The point is aptly raised again at the end of the film when Méliès argues to Tabard and other film 
HQWKXVLDVWVWKDWWKH\QHHGWRJREDFNWRµWKHFDYHSLFWRJUDSKVRI1LDX[¶WROHDUQZKHUHFLQHPDFDPH
from.   
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looking and watching, these two moments begin to illuminate 0pOLqV¶V past as a 
filmmaker, his role as an actor/showman, and his future identity as a spectator and 
presenter of his own (the real 0pOLqV¶V work, and thus what it is to be a cinema 
viewer. This latter point is equally stressed through the depiction of +XJR¶V looking 
from his clock-tower. Significantly, early and digital film practices are not just 
juxtaposed but merged in these representations. The film establishes its digital 
credentials in the opening, moving shots, but these are combined with the above 
moments, which are reminiscent of a much earlier form of cinema. The interaction of 
the two main protagonists ± the altercation over the notebook ±reinforces the 
connection by representing digitally the fundamentals of analogue moving pictures. 
This encompasses the photographic basis of the medium explored in Chapter 2 and 
0pOLqV¶V manipulation of this ontological fact. As discussed then, 0pOLqV¶V trick 
films are an illusion within an illusion, drawing attention back to the mediation of 
the moving image, just as Scorsese does with the flick-book. It is this very 
contemplation which evoked responses I have characterised as part of the 
technological uncanny. Hugo quickly establishes the dynamic relationship between 
early and digital cinema, and how the link this has to the technological uncanny is 
developed elsewhere in the succeeding narrative.         
This theme of watching and its connection to cinema is developed more overtly later 
in the narrative when this characterisation of µORRNLQJ¶ is translated into the 
distinctive experience of cinema. Even before MélLqV¶V past life is revealed, 
watching films and the cinema become important motifs in the story. Hugo recalls to 
Isabelle how going to the cinema was a special event he shared with his late father, 
whose first cinematic experience involved a film which showed a rocket ship flying 
into the eye of the moon; a film the children later discover to be 0pOLqV¶V A Trip to 
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the Moon (1902). What is distinctive about +XJR¶V retelling of his IDWKHU¶V first 
engagement with moving pictures is how the details of the story are less important 
than how his father felt about the experience; Hugo recalls his father saying cinema 
µZDV like seeing his dreams in the middle of the GD\¶ For Hugo, it is the 
combination of the technology enabling realistic moving pictures and the ability for 
those images to portray µGUHDPV¶ which is key to a cinematic experience and one he 
is keen to share with Isabelle who, to his dismay, has never seen a film. As Hugo and 
,VDEHOOH¶V friendship grows, Hugo decides to take her on an µDGYHQWXUH¶ ± to the 
cinema. In a poignant moment in the film, Hugo breaks into the back door of Le 
Cinema and the two children watch Buster .HDWRQ¶V The General (1926). This is the 
first time a cinema or film is shown in Hugo and Scorsese pays close attention to 
detail in the mise-en-scène, with several film posters displayed around the cinema 
and a sign advertising a µVLOHQW film IHVWLYDO¶ Yet when it comes to showing the film, 
Scorsese shifts the focus away from the cinema screen in order to emphasise the 
watching of the film. Once inside the cinema, the first shot focuses on the beam of 
the projector, with some other cinema patrons visible. A cut then reveals the Keaton 
film before the camera turns back to Hugo and Isabelle in the audience, the latter 
given particular attention as the camera zooms slightly towards ,VDEHOOH¶V face as she 
is framed by the light of the projector behind (Figure 29). ,VDEHOOH¶V experience of 
cinema is the central purpose of this scene: several shots back to her in the audience 
portray her watching the film enthralled, reacting to what she sees with awe, shock 
and surprise. The experience of cinema, Hugo suggests, is unique and evokes several 
emotions. This emotional response is a theme the film develops further and is 
characterised as one which occurs from the simultaneous contemplation of the 
marvellous images on the screen (in this case the death-defying physical comedy of 
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Keaton) and the illusory technology which creates them (signified by the light from 
the projector behind). It is with this link that Hugo shows the uncanniness of the 
cinematic experience.  
An important part of this process is for Hugo to depict the novelty of moving images 
again; for a film set in 1931, it achieves this initially by portraying ,VDEHOOH¶V first 
engagement with film. It is also significant that Isabelle is a child spectator and thus 
our introduction to the cinematic experience and spectatorship is mediated through 
young eyes. Hugo prepares us for this alignment early, as has already been 
mentioned through the emphasis placed on the title FKDUDFWHU¶V looking in the 
opening shots. The emphasis placed on children is already evocative of early cinema: 
Dan North notes how children feature in many early films, particularly those by the 
Lumière brothers, as the movement of children helps to express the vitality and 
µOLIHQHVV¶ of the moving picture illusion. I would also add that the child as spectator 
finds historical resonance with the poster for the Lumière Cinématographe, which 
features quite prominently the child audience member standing up and pointing in 
response to the images (The Gardener, 1895) on the screen (Figure 30)52. The 
importance of the child spectator is present on another level too, as Hugo is aimed at 
a young contemporary audience who are, of course, familiar with a wide range of 
moving image technologies, of which cinema is only one. The importance of the 
child spectator on narrative and extrafilmic levels both serve the same purpose: to 
emphasise the awe-inspiring spectacle of FLQHPD¶V moving images, in what refers to 
                                                          
52
 Child spectators were also a common theme in critical responses to the medium, particularly as it 
developed over the decade into the early 20th Century. These commentaries are written with a 
FDXWLRXVWRQHUHIOHFWLQJXSRQWKHLPPRUDOHIIHFWVRIFLQHPDXSRQMXYHQLOHYLHZHUVµ7KRVHRIXVZKR
know that these same children, after sitting in the cinematogrDSKKDOO WLOOR¶FORFNDWQLJKWFRPH
ZHDU\DQG OLVWOHVV WR VFKRRO«PDQ\FKLOGUHQEHFRPHSHWW\SLOIHUHUV«RWKHUVDFWXDOO\EHJLQ WKHLU
GRZQZDUG FRXUVH RI FULPH « , GDUH WR VXJJHVW WKDW DOO ZKR FDUH IRU WKH PRUDO ZHOO-being and 
education of the child wilO VHWWKHLUIDFHVOLNHIOLQWDJDLQVW WKLVQHZIRUPRIH[FLWHPHQW¶5DZQVOH\
1913, p.10).   
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as an µDHVWKHWLF of ZRQGHUPHQW¶ (North, 2015, 104). This is achieved through a 
fictional unfamiliarity with the medium within the film and an engagement with 
ILOP¶V history, whilst enjoying contemporary effects such as digital 3D in the 
present, respectively. In both cases, Hugo suggests that the uncanniness of cinema 
begins from the point of unfamiliarity; that the medium, or an aspect of the medium, 
are seen fresh and anew, from the naivety and inexperience of the FKLOG¶V 
perspective. This alignment with the apparent credulity of children is developed 
through the enormous emphasis Hugo places on the description of cinema ± and, 
specifically, visual effects ± as magical or dreamlike. As has already been 
mentioned, +XJR¶V father likens his experience of cinema to dreams, a metaphor that 
is utilised again in Rene 7DEDUG¶V book ± most aptly called The Invention of Dreams: 
The Story of the First Movies ± which is read aloud by Hugo and Isabelle when they 
discover the assertion: µ7KH filmmaker Georges Méliès was one of the first to realise 
that films had the power to capture GUHDPV¶ Tabard authenticates this claim when he 
recalls to the children in person his childhood encounter with Méliès and how the 
ILOPPDNHU¶V glass studio appeared to the young boy like µVRPHWKLQJ out of a GUHDP¶ 
Indeed, his memories, shown to us through a flashback, depict how Méliès spoke to 
7DEDUG¶V younger self ± the latter clearly astonished at his surroundings in the film 
studio ± and the filmmaker remarks: µ,I \RX¶YH ever wondered where your dreams 
come from, you look around. This is where WKH\¶UH PDGH¶  
The flashback of 7DEDUG¶V fond childhood memory watching the making of The 
Kingdom of Fairies (1903) provides us with another child spectator; a character who 
again draws an association between youth, film and dreaming. Interestingly, Hugo 
puts equal emphasis upon another metaphor for filmmaking and viewing which finds 
resonance with the child as the ideal audience: magic. Magic is, of course, relevant 
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to 0pOLqV¶V narrative (and real life) biography as a trick photography filmmaker who 
began his career as a stage magician. Before the details of his past are revealed in the 
film, 0pOLqV¶V talent as a magician is performed in +XJR¶V presence, as the boy 
watches Méliès in his shop absent mindedly performing card tricks, a skill Hugo 
attempts to imitate when alone with his automaton. The children use references to 
magic when discussing their plans to help Méliès, as Isabelle calls 0pOLqV¶V threats to 
burn +XJR¶V notebook µDOl a WULFN¶ and the latter urges that 7DEDUG¶V private 
screening of A Trip to the Moon be a surprise for Méliès, µOLNH a magic WULFN¶ Like 
dreams, magic is strongly aligned with these children and their journey in the film in 
becoming important cinema spectators. This, once again, is extended beyond the 
narrative to include the child spectators which Hugo is aimed at; as Kurt Cline 
argues, 0pOLqV¶V work provokes a literal µPDJLFDO VHHLQJ¶ because the ILOPPDNHU¶V 
work ± and, by extension, Hugo¶V framing of it ± µSDUWDNH of magic in a manner 
much more conscious and GLUHFW¶ (Cline, 2014, 247). Hugo and Isabelle, as child 
spectators, help to emphasise how cinema should be marvelled at µOLNH a magic 
WULFN¶ a sentiment Scorsese evidently wishes to impart to a contemporary juvenile 
audience, as North states: µ(PEHGGHG in Hugo is an injunction to watch films like a 
child, to reinvest the moving picture with some of its original novelty YDOXH¶ (North, 
2015, 100).  
This correlation in Hugo between naïve spectatorship, childhood, magic, dreaming 
and the cinema points to how the film demonstrates the uncanny potential of the 
medium. As Tom Gunning suggests, one can identify the importance of childhood 
naivety to )UHXG¶V work on the uncanny as the psychoanalyst discusses how 
repression occurs when µSULPLWLYH EHOLHIV¶ have been surmounted, a process which 
takes place during the move from adolescence to maturity. Gunning continues:  
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If the uncanny as understood by Freud also harks back to childhood beliefs in 
animism and the omnipotence of thoughts, the fact many of us as children 
first encounter technology through the lens of such manufactured folktales, 
may in fact produce lasting impressions, preserved beneath a later learned 
rationality (Gunning, 2003, 47). 
Therefore, it could be argued that Hugo portrays cinema and its experience as a 
means to return the viewer to an earlier state of childlike ignorance, where the 
familiar sight of moving images becomes magical and dreamlike, thus renewing 
older uncanny feelings one may have felt in first encounters with the technology, just 
like Isabelle. This combination of science and technology with the mystical or 
supernatural is also historically poignant to FLQHPD¶V reception, as Chapter 2 
explores how such a juxtaposition is frequently employed in contemporary 
commentaries on moving pictures ± using a style which I have termed the language 
of the uncanny ± written in the late nineteenth century. *XQQLQJ¶V reference to 
µIRONWDOHV¶ further supports these arguments, as Freud offers extensive commentary 
on the influence of fairy tales on the FKLOG¶V psyche and, as Jack Zipes reveals, magic 
is a central strand in those same stories which were extensively adapted into fairy 
tale films, of which 0pOLqV¶V work is a cornerstone of that early cinema tradition. 
And fairy tales, Zipes reminds us, µKDYH an extraordinary, uncanny power over XV¶ 
(Zipes, 2011, 1); it is quite apt, then, that 6FRUVHVH¶V selection of extracts from 
0pOLqV¶V original films is drawn mostly from the ODWWHU¶V fairy tale themed works.  
However, I argue that Hugo¶V dramatization of the uncanniness of cinema is more 
complicated than the initial relationship between child spectator and the experience 
of the moving image in the film may first suggest. Rather, the emphasis the film 
places on the FKLOGUHQ¶V viewing of cinema as magical, dreamlike and unfamiliar is 
only part of a larger process of engagement with moving picture technology. To 
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characterise an uncanny experience as simply the result of an ignorant interaction 
with the unfamiliar is a rather literal reading of )UHXG¶V essay, and indeed misses the 
important formulation Freud finds in the nuances of das unheimliche. As has been 
stated throughout, the uncanny is, instead, an experience of the homely made 
unhomely, of unfamLOLDULW\¶V encroachment upon the familiar. Hugo¶V depiction of 
the uncanny does not, therefore, begin and end with its emphasis on the child 
spectator and the relationship of childhood to ideas of magic, dreaming and fairy 
tales. Instead Hugo develops these ideas to include other kinds of spectators and 
introduces the importance of viewers contemplating the technology behind FLQHPD¶V 
illusion, of understanding how the µPDJLF¶ works: the importance, therefore, of 
finding familiarity. It is the ILOP¶V dual approach in associating FLQHPD¶V effect with 
a FKLOG¶V naivety and its detailing of filmic technology which more accurately 
accounts for Hugo¶V depiction of a cinema viewer; it is in this way that the film 
portrays a mode of spectatorship which engages with the technological uncanny.   
This complexity in Hugo¶V representation of the uncanniness of the cinematic 
experience is demonstrated through the ILOP¶V portrayal of the infamous µWUDLQ P\WK¶ 
It is, perhaps, ironic that it should be the reconstruction of this enduring story of 
early film spectators cowering in fear at the sight of moving images that represents 
Hugo¶V nuanced portrayal of such experiences which points towards a theory of the 
technological uncanny. The µP\WK¶ after all, contributes to misleading notions that 
FLQHPD¶V earliest viewers were inexperienced spectators unfamiliar with the illusion 
of moving pictures, as analysed in depth in Chapter 2. Hugo, however, dramatizes 
the µWUDLQ P\WK¶ twice in the film, with each scene containing significant differences 
in how the action is framed and where the emphasis is placed. It is by comparing 
these two scenes that Hugo¶V dramatization of the technological uncanny ± rather 
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than straightforward fear or ignorance ± as the primary characterisation of audLHQFHV¶ 
reaction to film is illuminated. The first time the µWUDLQ P\WK¶ is seen in action is 
when Hugo and Isabelle read aloud from 7DEDUG¶V book The Invention of Dreams. In 
this portrayal of the myth, Hugo reengages with ideas of the cinematic medium as 
µPDJLFDO¶ and µGUHDPOLNH¶ The scene begins with Hugo reading from the book, 
telling us: µ,Q 1895, one of the very first films ever shown was called A Train Arrives 
in the Station [sic] which had nothing more than a train coming into the VWDWLRQ¶ 
+XJR¶V voice, acting as a voice-over narration, is accompanied with a high-angled 
shot above the boy reading, with a picture of the Lumière train prominent on the 
ERRN¶V page. The film then cuts to actual footage of The Arrival of a Train at La 
Ciotat Station (1895), which is shown full-screen. As the train approaches, the 
camera pulls back to reveal that the Lumière locomotive is actually approaching two 
screens: the screen the viewer of Hugo observes, and the diegetic screen of an 
unnamed place in 1895 which is now revealed by the FDPHUD¶V backward movement 
and signified both by the red curtains framing the image and by the backs of 
spectators watching the film. As the train approaches the corner of the screen, the 
spectators gasp and cower (Figure 31). By way of providing further explanation for 
this reaction, Isabelle, resuming narrating duties, explains: µ:KHQ the train came 
speeding towards the screen, the audience screamed, because they thought they were 
in danger of being run over. No one had ever seen anything like it EHIRUH¶  
It would seem at this point that 6FRUVHVH¶V film thoroughly endorses the µWUDLQ P\WK¶ 
as an unquestionable part of cinema history. The fact the director feels the need to 
reconstruct the experience a second time ± during 0pOLqV¶V own retelling of the 
PHGLXP¶V history ± could support this fact. Yet I argue that, when considered as a 
whole, this scene acts only to reinforce the emphasis garnered from Hugo¶V earlier 
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depictions of the child spectator and the µPDJLF¶ of cinema. The reaction of early 
film spectators Hugo wants to convey is not, conversely, one of fear primarily. This 
is indicated in the reaction that is shown in response to the incoming train; the 
spectators do jump and flinch, but ± significantly ± they do not µVFUHDP¶ in the 
manner ,VDEHOOH¶V reading of 7DEDUG¶V version of events states, nor do the audience 
members run away or faint as some of the primary sources analysed in Chapter 2 
suggest. It seems, therefore, that Scorsese has already mitigated the full dramatic 
potential of this legend, opting instead for rather muted representation of the myth 
that does not fully correlate with 7DEDUG¶V account. Indeed, Scorsese appears to 
gently interrogate the validity of such a historical claim, as Isabelle reads the above 
words with a tone of disbelief and mocking; such incredulousness stems from a 
character who had only recently, herself, experienced cinema for the first time. 
Evidently Hugo thus portrays a rather watered-down version of the µWUDLQ P\WK¶ 
again shifting the main emphasis back to the idea of young spectators in awe of such 
a dreamlike spectacle. Immediately following ,VDEHOOH¶V reading of 7DEDUG¶V text, the 
camera frames Hugo in a mid-shot as he looks up, and another cut shows a point-of-
view shot looking at the grand painting of Prometheus on the ceiling. The light from 
the classical ILJXUH¶V finger is framed in a close-up shot and begins to flicker like a 
film projector, with the PDFKLQH¶V noise audible on the soundtrack. In a voiceover, 
Hugo can be heard repeating the line µQR-one had ever seen anything like it EHIRUH¶ 
as the µSURMHFWRU OLJKW¶ reveals a curtained cinema screen and clips from several early 
films are presented in a montage. Several shots within this montage cut back to Hugo 
and Isabelle looking amazed and awe-stricken at the images in the book (as they 
exclaim at one point: µZRZ¶ which the editing helps bring µWR OLIH¶ ± i.e., moving ± 
in another allusion to the µPDJLF¶ of cinema. In several of the reaction shots of 
279 
 
FKLOGUHQ¶V responses, Hugo is isolated in the frame, looking up and daydreaming 
about the wonders of the filmic medium, as indicated by the flickering projector light 
which continues to illuminate his face (Figure 32).  
The scene therefore brings together two characterisations of the response of early 
cinema spectators. The dramatization of the µWUDLQ P\WK¶ conveys the shock and 
unease viewers felt, which is quickly translated into a childlike mode of 
spectatorship with the reactions of Isabelle and Hugo, where the audience is 
unfamiliar with and awed by the illusion before them. This is not fear per se: rather 
the ignorance of the cinematic experience is characterised as µPDJLFDO¶ and 
dreamlike, as indicated by the FKLOGUHQ¶V responses, which in turn builds on the 
strong association these terms have with the young protagonists elsewhere in Hugo. 
However this is only half the story: Hugo depicts the µWUDLQ P\WK¶ a second time but 
this time the attention is shifted from the child (or childlike) spectator to direct 
contemplation of the technology which makes cinema possible. It is this movement ± 
from unfamiliarity to contemplative familiarity ± which reflects Hugo¶V 
representation of a myriad of cinematic experiences: a process I argue can be 
characterised as the technological uncanny. The second µWUDLQ P\WK¶ scene occurs 
after 0pOLqV¶V true identity has been revealed and the old man discovers the children 
have brought Rene Tabard into his home for an impromptu screening of his work. 
Already the attention on how the moving images are considered has shifted to the 
technology: whilst Hugo and Isabelle are featured in isolated shots looking amazed 
at the projected images, for the first time in Hugo a projector is given exclusive 
attention, as a mid-shot depicts 7DEDUG¶V slow cranking of the PDFKLQH¶s handle. 
Indeed it is this technology which motivates Méliès to join the makeshift cinema 
audience in his apartment, as he remarks µ, would recognise the sound of a movie 
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projector DQ\ZKHUH¶ As Méliès narrates a flashback which will constitute the second 
portrayal of the µWUDLQ P\WK¶ it is interesting that this anecdote of cinematic initiation 
is not shown immediately and unexpectedly, as with the first time. Rather, 0pOLqV¶V 
narration ± and the visual image which accompanies it ± creates anticipation in 
delaying the reveal of the technology in question, with Méliès first recounting his 
career as a magician. His interaction with moving pictures occurs at a travelling 
circus, with a barker attracting patrons with the promise that the Cinematographe 
µZLOO terrify \RX¶ Méliès describes the new technology as µVRPHWKLQJ strange, 
something ZRQGHUIXO¶ and the camera cuts to inside the tent in order to watch Méliès 
and Mama Jeanne enter.  
The distinct differences between the depictions of the µWUDLQ P\WK¶ in both scenes 
demonstrate how the uncanny reaction to the moving images also has a direct link to 
contemplation of the technology used to create the illusion. The shot of Méliès 
entering the Cinématographe tent portrays the magician and his ZLIH¶V reactions to 
this strange sideshow attraction; in contrast to the previous µP\WK¶ scene, the diegetic 
screen is initially hidden from our view. Their faces ± depicting emotions such as 
uncertainty, curiosity and wonder ± are initially in the background, only coming to 
the fore as the camera tracks and pans. This movement allows the shot to include ± 
and, initially, privilege ± the projector and its operator, which are positioned in the 
centre of the frame to begin with. The focus of this VFHQH¶V version of early FLQHPD¶V 
audiences is clear: it is the technology behind the marvellous illusion which is 
celebrated. This shift in attention is upheld even when the larger audience and 
projected film are revealed to us; a long shot shows the screen, the /XPLqUH¶V Arrival 
of a Train, the audience in front and, importantly, the working projector on screen-
left. When the VFUHHQ¶V train approaches, the gathered spectators react very similarly 
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to 7DEDUG¶V account of events, as they jump and gasp. Again, this reaction is not one 
of fear: an immediate cut to a shot in front of the audience reveals their amazement 
and laughter at their response to the illusion, as they take their seats again. The 
projector is seen in every shot in this scene: here it is emphasised again with a central 
positioning in the background and then a cut to a close-up on the machine shows 
Méliès approach the projector in awe, looking closely at the RSHUDWRU¶V rhythmic 
turning of the handle and the strange ER[¶V light sources (Figure 33). 0pOLqV¶V voice-
over narration tells us: µLW was like a new kind of PDJLF¶  
The reaction in response to moving images as depicted in this scene does not depend 
solely on an ignorance of the experience; rather, Hugo is keen to emphasise how the 
direct contemplation of the technology behind the illusion is just as important in 
audiences finding early cinema µPDJLF¶ This modifies the mode of spectatorship 
encompassed in the first µWUDLQ P\WK¶ scene to move the distinction away from the 
ignorant viewer towards an informed and actively engaged audience. Hugo¶V 
portrayal of cinema viewers therefore performs the µRVFLOODWLRQ¶ from the credulous 
to the incredulous spectators described by Gunning (Gunning, 1994), as analysed in 
detail in respect to early cinema in Chapter 2. This movement is perhaps already 
implicit in Hugo¶V earlier scenes as the protagonist presents himself to Isabelle as an 
experienced cinema consumer and the very opening shots emphasise the ER\¶V 
mastery over looking and the operation of the clockwork features which are later 
translated as synonymous with the making and viewing of cinematic images. 
7DEDUG¶V description of his childhood encounter with Méliès is also another 
inference this µRVFLOODWLRQ¶ in spectatorship is present in Hugo, as the child (read: 
ignorant and inexperienced) spectator watches not the final images of 0pOLqV¶V work 
when they are projected onto a screen but rather the mechanisms behind the illusion, 
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as the young Tabard watches the production stage of the film. 7DEDUG¶V expressions 
of awe and wonder in the scene, encouraged by 0pOLqV¶V statement that what the boy 
sees is how µGUHDPV are PDGH¶ is a strong example of *XQQLQJ¶V argument that µWKH 
apparent realism of the image makes it a successful illusion, but one understood as 
an illusion QRQHWKHOHVV¶ (Gunning, 1994, 119). The understanding of this illusion is 
certainly given far more attention and emphasis in 0pOLqV¶V retelling of the µWUDLQ 
P\WK¶ which is then followed with scenes detailing how Méliès built his own 
projector using parts from his automaton. 
The complexity in Hugo¶V overall representation of cinema spectatorship as one 
which shifts from inexperience to informed curiosity forces us to question the 
emphasis the film places on the dreaming and magic metaphors which are so 
prevalent throughout. Acknowledging the contrasts between, in particular, the two 
versions of the µWUDLQ P\WK¶ illuminates the significant differences between the 
meanings of these two words: whereas dreaming denotes a process of imaged-based 
cognitive activity experienced during sleep, and dreams are often also associated 
with positive hopes for the future, magic may be experienced by a spectator as 
marvellous or other-worldly but it is essentially a trick; an illusion created and 
enabled by a skilled magician. The difference between these two words is important 
and Hugo¶V employment of both does not, I argue, indicate a mixing of the ILOP¶V 
metaphors, but rather contributes another layer in its complex characterisation of 
early cinema audiences. To associate films with dreaming is to acknowledge the 
wonderment and overwhelming potential of the cinematic experience, as +XJR¶V 
father described his childhood experience of moving pictures. To think of cinema as 
magical is to maintain the potential for this childlike experience whilst recognising 
the mechanics behind the illusion: the craft and skill of the magician/filmmaker. The 
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latter reveals the idea of µPDJLFDO VHHLQJ¶ to be therefore better described as 
*XQQLQJ¶V incredulous spectator. Indeed, Hugo¶V emphasis on magic as part of the 
process for the production and reception of moving images incorporates and supports 
1RUWK¶V contextualisation of early cinema viewers within stage magic traditions 
(North, 2008). In this sense, Hugo is a fitting tribute to 0pOLqV¶V work as a filmmaker 
and magician, as its representation of cinema neatly contextualises the influence of 
other 19th Century practices upon the development of moving picture technologies. 
The metaphors of dreaming and magic aptly evoke the language of the uncanny 
identified in my analysis of early cinema commentaries explored in Chapter 2; the 
film reflects the tension between the mystical and supernatural properties which 
were identified by 19th Century contemporaries as an intriguing part of the cinematic 
experience, whilst also acknowledging the scientifically advanced technology behind 
it ± the mechanics of magic. Hugo treads carefully between these two extremes, 
portraying a nuanced model of spectatorship which permits the viewer to recognise 
the dreamlike, seemingly other-worldly appearance of cinematic images, whilst 
simultaneously actively engaging in discerning the inner workings ± the clockwork ± 
behind the magic trick. This adds another layer of meaning to 1RUWK¶V 
characterisation of an µDHVWKHWLF of ZRQGHUPHQW¶ wonderment, in Hugo, can mean 
both awe and the inspired curiosity to find out more about the unknown, or, indeed, 
to re-familiarise RQH¶V self with that which is already known. 
Hugo thus dramatizes the experience of finding cinema uncanny, historicising the 
reaction within early cinema contexts. Yet it should not be forgotten that this is a 
digital film mediating these events and this fact helps to illuminate how Hugo 
presents this mode of spectatorship as applicable to contemporary digital cinema. 
Hugo¶V use of magic and the child spectator as metaphors are two ways this 
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comparison is highlighted, drawing together the analysis of early and digital cinema 
outlined in this thesis so far. As explored in Chapter 4, =HPHFNLV¶V animations 
appeal to young audiences and therefore implicitly evoke the child spectator53. Yet, 
like Hugo¶V evocation of this viewer, this is not to say =HPHFNLV¶V films assume a 
wholly ignorant spectator; rather, the motion-capture technology is utilised for 
spectacular displays of the new and novel, whilst drawing attention to the workings 
of this illusion. The ILOPV¶ use of 3D is integral to this process. As discussed in the 
last chapter, the technology is intended to help in the process of emphasising the 
humanness of =HPHFNLV¶V digital creations by appealing to the YLHZHU¶V embodied 
experience. The use of 3D in action sequences, like flying, is part of this appeal 
although spectators found the combination of these features overwhelming, with 
many comparing the films to rollercoasters. This immersive (and, at times, intrusive) 
experience could be read as an extension to the ILOP¶V overall promotion of new 
technology as spectacular attractions to marvel and inspire awe; motion-capture and 
3D are forms of µPDJLF¶ establishing new ways of representing the human body on-
screen. This is supported by the theme of magic which is present within the ILOPV¶ 
narratives, and how motion-capture is conceptualised within larger traditions of 
magic by theorists (Gunning, 2006; Allison, 2011). But, like Hugo, the magic 
metaphor works equally to emphasise the workings of the illusion too. The spectacle 
of the motion-capture films is reliant upon YLHZHUV¶ awareness of the technology 
behind the image, a fact which is emphasised through promotional materials. This is 
particularly important as motion-capture seeks to underline the human agency of this 
digital illusion by retaining an ontological link to the live-action actor. It is precisely 
the contemplation of this technology which, as outlined in the last chapter, leads to 
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the experience of the technological uncanny, and it is this process which Hugo now 
narrativises.  
Hugo also brings early and digital cinema into dialogue through its use of 3D. The 
digital 3D of the film is undoubtedly part of Hugo¶V visual attraction but its use of 
the technology is not to just draw attention to its own status as a digital film ± like 
the motion-capture films ± but to draw attention to the attraction of early cinema 
films too. This is most overtly presented through the digitisation of 0pOLqV¶V original 
works in order to project these films in digital 3D. Hugo¶V stereoscopic design also 
evokes older traditions of image reproduction; Barbara Flueckiger notes the 
WHFKQRORJ\¶V origins in 19th Century experiments in the µSV\FKR-physical 
investigation of the VHQVHV¶ (Flueckiger, 2012, 102). Hugo¶V conversion of 0pOLqV¶V 
work into digital 3D, however, explicitly draws attention to the remediation of this 
work, which represents a fusion between early and digital traditions. Like the use of 
3D in =HPHFNLV¶V films, the stereoscopic presentation of 0pOLqV¶V work in Hugo 
draws attention to the spectacular qualities of the illusion on display, which has the 
ability to now reach beyond the confines of the screen. The shock and surprise of this 
effect is reminiscent of *XQQLQJ¶V cinema of attractions, which places an emphasis 
upon the VSHFWDWRU¶V relationship to the exhibitionist qualities of the illusions on-
screen. In further considerations on the topic, Gunning reminds us that this attraction 
is marked by µD sudden burst of SUHVHQFH¶ (Gunning, 2004, 45); the description is 
evocative of immersive qualities associated with digital 3D. It is these qualities 
which Chuck Tryon suggests are integral in Hugo, as the ILOP¶V µ' can fulfil the 
desires for novelty that have been diminished as audiences have become accustomed 
to 2D ILOPV¶ (Tryon, 2013, 436). In this way, Hugo establishes a new form of cinema 
of attractions for its contemporary digital audience. However, there is a meta-
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commentary going on here too: Gunning remarks how his original concept sees 
0pOLqV¶V trick films as µHPEOHPDWLF examples of the cinema of DWWUDFWLRQV¶ (46). By 
converting 0pOLqV¶V work into 3D, Hugo thus creates a new cinema of attractions 
based on the original cinema of attractions. This is evidence of Hugo¶V attempts to 
µVHOI-consciously [locate] itself within the same history of cinematic LOOXVLRQLVP¶ as 
0pOLqV¶V work as Purse noted (Purse, 2013, 149). In this way, the early and digital 
cinema modes of spectatorship addressed within the film are not just comparable but 
mutually reinforcing.   
In conclusion, the portrayal of looking and cinema spectatorship in Hugo may 
appear, at first, to be rather simplistic, with the emphasis placed upon the legend of 
FLQHPD¶V earliest audiences being afraid of moving pictures. However the ILOP¶V 
emphases on looking, the child spectator, and the technology behind the screen, 
complicates this myth to depict a model of spectatorship which is nuanced, complex 
and contextualised historically. It is this model of spectatorship I argue can be 
characterised as the technological uncanny. In dramatizing this experience, Hugo 
demonstrates how viewer reactions to early and digital cinema can both be 
characterised through this concept, as old and new technologies converge in the 
ILOP¶V creation of new attractions. On narrative and stylistic levels, Hugo reminds us 
that to find cinema uncanny is to experience the unfamiliar through a known 
medium, or to find the familiar moving picture illusion rendered unknown by new 
technologies. 
µ7KH Secret is in the &ORFNZRUN¶ Hugo¶V Uncanny Bodies 
Hugo demonstrates how the technological uncanny connects the experience of early 
and digital cinema, and it takes this representation further: just like my investigation 
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into the concept throughout this thesis, Hugo shows how it is the representation of 
the human body which is central to this process. There are two ways in which Hugo 
achieves this. First, Hugo engages with debates concerning FLQHPD¶V indexical 
properties by evoking nostalgia for pro-filmic, analogue processes, whilst celebrating 
digital WHFKQRORJ\¶V ability to remediate, and even manipulate, the presentation of 
this earlier form of cinema. This does not signal a contradictory rhetoric. Rather, 
Hugo presents another continuity in its vision of film history, namely how this link 
to reality has always been highly debatable, as the transformative body in 0pOLqV¶V 
films demonstrate. Digital technologies continue this trend in Hugo by altering and 
re-creating Méliès¶V original works. However the idea of the index ± which has been 
integral to the responses collected on early and digital cinema in previous chapters ± 
still informs these presentations. Second, Hugo contemplates the nature of the filmic 
body more broadly by aligning characters with clockwork. Clockwork and machines 
are a major theme throughout the film, their presence reinforced through dialogue 
and in the mise-en-scène. The conceptualisation of the body as a machine is 
symbolically encompassed by the automaton. The automaton is a key uncanny trope 
which has informed the reception of moving images for early and digital audiences, 
and I will explore how Hugo reflects upon this relationship through its portrayal of 
the automaton in Hugo¶V dream.  
In Chapter 1 I noted how the notion of the index closely informs the theory of the 
technological uncanny. The uncanny emerged as a response to the developments in 
the Enlightenment period which, as Terry Castle explains, fostered experiences and 
inventions of the familiar made strange (Castle, 1995). )UHXG¶V essay alludes to this 
history and two of his tropes ± the double and the automaton ± point to this context, 
which forms the background for the development of cinema. These tropes inform the 
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reception of early cinema for its viewers; commentaries from the time contemplate 
the mechanical nature of the on-screen body and how the photographic double of 
film reproduction relates to reality. These responses appeal to the idea that film is 
indexical: it bears an indelible mark or trace of the pro-filmic event it records. 
Chapter 2 explored the difficulty of this theory, which re-emerges again in debates 
on digital technology in Chapter 3 and informs the responses analysed in Chapter 4. 
In all these cases, I argued that whilst the claim for ILOP¶V indexicality is, at best, 
difficult to maintain and suppresses the inherent contradictions in applying such a 
theory to cinema54, the idea of the index infuses the language of the uncanny used by 
spectators. In early cinema responses, viewers muse how the photographic 
technology may preserve reality for future generations, and spectators of the motion-
capture films reflect on the uneasy coupling of the DFWRU¶V performance as a physical 
trace to reality within a digital doppelgänger. The index in these cases is inextricably 
linked to the apparent realism of the image; the idea of the index is used to 
interrogate the ideal photorealism provides as the dominant aesthetic.     
Hugo effectively draws together how the idea of the index informs the construction 
of images in early and digital contexts and, in doing so, identifies the human body as 
the representation which can make this cinematic experience uncanny. Hugo evokes 
nostalgia for analogue film practices, as the film affectionately depicts the making of 
0pOLqV¶V films, including the splicing of the film cells during the editing process. In 
this way Hugo celebrates the materiality of the physical film as the vital ingredient in 
creating the µPDJLF¶ described earlier. Notably, it is the ILOP¶V ability to capture a 
pro-filmic event ± to impart a trace ± which is conveyed in the story. Tabard 
convinces Mama Jeanne to allow him to screen A Trip to the Moon by reminding the 
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ILOPPDNHU¶V wife of her acting days. Jeanne modestly retorts that she was µDQRWKHU 
SHUVRQ¶ then but Tabard asks: µ:RXOG you like to meet her DJDLQ"¶ The question 
encompasses the idea of the index which infuses the rhetoric of the reception of film 
analysed in this thesis. Tabard implies that the film reel he owns possesses a vital 
essence or trace of -HDQQH¶V earlier self. The projection of the film reawakens and 
animates a previous life, causing an uncanny experience for her. As -HDQQH¶V 
younger self is isolated in a mid-shot within the A Trip to the Moon projection, the 
older Jeanne as spectator is similarly framed, shocked and emotional from seeing the 
film. The Méliès film has preserved a double, a photographically realistic 
representation of a body frozen in time. Yet, when projected, this mechanical body is 
given life ± it moves ± and it is the contemplation of these ontological peculiarities 
which gives rise to an experience of the uncanny. The scene acts as a primer for how 
we should react to the showcasing of 0pOLqV¶V (real) work near the end of the film. 
This celebratory presentation functions as a form of the cinema of attractions 
discussed above, whilst expanding this concept to further convey the uncanniness of 
the filmic medium. Like 7DEDUG¶V screening, the Méliès films here are the re-
animation of the past; the films fulfil the prophecy outlined by early cinema viewers 
that the medium could transport current events into the future. The attraction here is 
the force of the knowledge that this is now the real Méliès; the µ+HUH it is! Look at 
LW¶ of the cinema of attractions (Gunning, 2004, 44), is superimposed with the µKHUH 
it is, the WUDFH¶ (Niessen, 2012, 172) of indexicality.   
Hugo incorporates the theory of the index into its vision of film history but it also 
playfully contradicts it too. The home screening of A Trip to the Moon does not 
show the original Jeanne on screen but rather actress Helen 0F&URU\¶V performance 
of Jeanne which has been digital composited within the original Méliès work (Figure 
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34). The indexical properties of film identified as the emotional power behind the 
experience described above are undermined by the overt digital tampering. As 
Chapters 2 and 3 investigate, notions of the index are usually conflated with the idea 
that this relationship to reality is straightforward and guaranteed; the doubt over 
digital WHFKQRORJ\¶V indexical status expressed by some characterises this new 
technology as a disruptive force in analogue ILOP¶V history. But it is an awkward 
translation of the theory: the film image ± both analogue and digital ± is inevitably 
mediated and thus can always be manipulated. Motion-capture is a digital technology 
which confirms this fact: the process appeals to the idea of the indexicality of 
captured performance, whilst capitalising upon the mutability of this recorded data. 
0pOLqV¶V works similarly celebrate FLQHPD¶V ability to capture and manipulate the 
body through trick photography. Hugo does not, then, seek to ostracise digital 
technology from its earlier form of the medium along indexical lines. After all, Hugo 
is a digital film and this technology evidently performs the same function as its 
predecessor in the recording of bodies; McCrory is composited into the old footage 
in a manner which maintains the photorealism of the LPDJH¶V source, in a way 
comparable to Forrest Gump. The conversion of the analogue-recorded bodies into 
digital 3D is Hugo¶V reminder that it is the realism with which the bodies are 
rendered ± a realism which evokes the idea of the index ± which is central to the 
uncanny potential of such a depiction, in both forms of technology.  
How the filmic body becomes uncanny is also explored in Hugo through its central 
theme of clockwork. Clockwork is the very first image we see during the ILOP¶V 
opening and clockwork defines both +XJR¶V purpose in life and his living 
environment. These moving mechanisms also become the main metaphor of the film, 
relating +XJR¶V quest for familial security with 0pOLqV¶V need for reconciliation with 
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the past. Hugo finds comfort in the analogy that the world is like a clockwork 
machine meaning he must be a µSDUW¶ of this larger whole and this is confirmed at the 
QDUUDWLYH¶V conclusion where Hugo is revealed to be the missing µFRJ¶ in 0pOLqV¶V 
life; the old PDQ¶V previous melancholy is likened by the children to a machine 
which needs µIL[LQJ¶ The association of machines with people is visually supported 
elsewhere in the film, as with train passengers who live their lives with the comings 
and goings of the locomotives, and the Station ,QVSHFWRU¶V injured leg which is 
encased within a faulty leg brace. Yet the ultimate fusion of the human body with 
machine is represented by +XJR¶V automaton. The mechanical man is an uncanny, 
liminal body, distorting the thresholds between several forms of binary oppositions. 
The automaton exists as a link between life and death (Hugo believes the machine 
contains a message from his deceased father); between the past and the future 
0pOLqV¶V reclamation of his status as a celebrated filmmaker); between movement 
and stillness (Hugo struggles to make the automaton operational); and between the 
metallic mechanisms of clockwork and the organic matter of human bodies (the 
machine requires a heart-shaped key to operate and Méliès comments he put his µOLIH 
and VRXO¶ into its creation).  
The blurring of these boundaries is precisely the nature of the technological uncanny 
evoked in response to the filmic human body. This uncanny is evident in the 
reactions collected on the films studied in this thesis and in the films themselves 
which incorporate uncanny tropes on narrative and visual levels. Both of these traits 
are unified under the definition of the concept outlined: the technological uncanny is 
the contemplation of the technology behind the representation of the 
photographically realistic human body and its intersection with new visual effects. 
This experience may be described as exciting, intriguing and compelling, but it may 
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also be creepy, uneasy and disconcerting. All these responses are represented across 
this thesis and the favouring of one particular facet over another on behalf of a 
viewer does not signal a weakening of the technological XQFDQQ\¶V potential; 
analysis and comparison of these responses reveals these reactions exist on a scale. 
0pOLqV¶V films are described as startling as well as exciting, and, similarly, 
=HPHFNLV¶V films are fascinating but weird. The technological uncanny is a mode of 
spectatorship which encompasses all these things, uniting the experience of early 
cinema with the digital equivalent in my examples. This analogy is made stronger by 
the language of the uncanny used by spectators; language which draws on uncanny 
tropes such as the tension between the animate and inanimate, and the double, in 
order to help conceptualise the experience of these spectacular attractions. 0pOLqV¶V 
and =HPHFNLV¶V works are comparable because they actively engage with these 
uncanny tropes, albeit for different purposes.  
The technological uncanny which informs the films, spectator reactions and contexts 
of the early and digital technologies discussed in this project are effectively 
combined in and reinforced by Hugo¶V automaton. The ILOP¶V clockwork theme is 
represented by the DXWRPDWRQ¶V mechanical ontology which is metaphorical for the 
construction and reception of the filmic human body on-screen. This point is 
illuminated by +XJR¶V nightmare. After Hugo awakes abruptly from a dream about a 
crashing train, a cut isolates the automaton in the shot, stationary at its desk with its 
arms resting gently on its writing table, poised for action but currently inanimate 
(Figure 35). The DXWRPDWRQ¶V head is turned towards Hugo, its lifeless eyes 
conveying an ambiguous intent; the expression could be interpreted as a vague 
concern or a subtle threat. The latter seems more applicable, as Hugo looks around 
concerned, with shot-reverse shots between his troubled face, a close-up of the hook 
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with the pocket watch now missing and the DXWRPDWRQ¶V face again; the montage of 
cuts implicating the machine in the theft. The sound of ticking is audible and 
becomes louder as the camera returns to the shot of Hugo, frantically looking around 
to identify the source of the noise. The camera pans down as Hugo pulls his 
nightshirt open and his exposed chest reveals not skin, but an open metallic chasm in 
his stomach with moving clockwork, including a turning cog and piston (Figure 36). 
A cut to a close-up on +XJR¶V panicked face gives way to a long shot which shows 
the flesh on +XJR¶V exposed legs ± now standing ± dissolve into metal framework, 
quickly followed by his hands. Hugo turns to look over his left shoulder in response 
to the sound of grinding metal as an extreme close-up of cogs and gears swing 
forward towards Hugo and the screen. The film cuts back to the long shot of the 
nearly mechanical boy and the clockwork parts, now large, loom in every corner of 
the mise-en-scène, trapping Hugo within this mechanical world. The camera tracks 
forward as the moving clockwork becomes increasingly claustrophobic, and a 
mechanical arm swings through the frame, transforming +XJR¶V face into the 
DXWRPDWRQ¶V as it passes. The face disappears behind the oversized cogs which now 
dominate the frame. The camera then frames Hugo ± now human again ± as he 
wakes from the nightmare, the watching automaton visible in the background but 
framed to be in the centre of the shot.   
Jennifer Clement and Christian B. Long suggest that the automaton µHPERGLHV the 
uncanny and provides a locus for +XJR¶V deepest desires and IHDUV¶ (Clement and 
Long, 2012). The writers argue that the real source of +XJR¶V nightmare 
transformation is not just his conversion into mechanical form µD fear of technology 
at least as old as the Industrial 5HYROXWLRQ¶ but how this change metaphorically 
represents +XJR¶V entrapment in a pre-destined life, forcing him to follow in his 
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fatheU¶V career as a clockmaker (Clement and Long, 2012). The placement of the 
nightmare within the narrative supports this view; the nightmare takes place just after 
Hugo and Isabelle make plans for 7DEDUG¶V secret screening, and just before +XJR¶V 
uncle is discovered dead and the Station ,QVSHFWRU¶V suspicions are raised. As such, 
the automaton nightmare occurs at a threshold moment for the story, marking the 
beginning of the end of both +XJR¶V and 0pOLqV¶V previous lives as mourning and 
isolated individuals. The dream acts as a warning to Hugo to exert control over the 
coming changes, lest his µSDUW¶ in the world (as detailed in the aforementioned world-
as-clockwork speech which is given just before this scene) becomes less a unique 
contribution to life than an automated cog in a larger, featureless machine/world. The 
VFHQH¶V narrative positioning is, in this sense, uncanny: the dream appears at a point 
which is in-between the two stages in +XJR¶V life, highlighting how his familiarity 
with a life lived in clockwork is now becoming strange and alien. The tone of the 
scene underlines this: the eeriness of the DXWRPDWRQ¶V silent threat yields to the real 
danger of mechanical workings which possess +XJR¶V body. The peril depicted in 
the dream extends far beyond any other hostile situation Hugo encounters; even his 
capture by the Station Inspector is still inflected with humour. In this way the 
nightmare stands apart from the surrounding narrative and, in fact, temporally pauses 
the SORW¶V development: the scene interrupts the action of Isabelle and Hugo 
arranging 7DEDUG¶V visit and the night of the screening, and has no bearing on the 
discovery of +XJR¶V uncle. Clement and Long note their reading of the scene as an 
embodiment of +XJR¶V µGHVLUHV and IHDUV¶ is already established in the first dream 
where +XJR¶V venturing onto the railway tracks to find the key causes the train 
accident (Clement and Long, 2012). This nightmare-within-a-nightmare involving 
the automaton therefore serves no formal narrative or thematic purpose; its main aim 
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seems to be the attraction of watching the spectacle of Hugo transforming into a 
mechanical body for its own sake. The scene encompasses the µGLVRULHQWLQJ 
WHPSRUDOLW\¶ Gunning identifies as the cinema of attractions. He continues:  
The potential shock of the cinema of attractions provided a popular form of 
an alternative temporality based not on the mimesis of memory or other 
psychological states but on an intense interaction between an astonished 
spectator and the cinematic smack of the instant, the flicker of presence and 
absence (Gunning, 2004, 49).       
Interestingly, Clement and Long agree with *XQQLQJ¶V contention that 0pOLqV¶V 
works are geared towards the presentation of overt moments of spectacle, but the 
writers note how Hugo narrativises these attractions, thus subsuming 0pOLqV¶V films 
into a mode of storytelling which *XQQLQJ¶V concept distinguishes itself against. 
This is another reason one may consider the ILOP¶V premise µFRQWUDGLFWRU\¶ (Tiso, 
2012). I argue that the automaton nightmare counteracts these claims. The dream is a 
sudden, unexpected and unexplained moment which portrays a shocking and uneasy 
transformation unrelated to Hugo¶V narrative concerns. It is a µIOLFNHU of presence and 
DEVHQFH¶ both in its interruption of the plot and through the speed with which +XJR¶V 
body is consumed by the clockwork and then restored by the VFHQH¶V abrupt ending.  
Scorsese thus re-engages with the cinema of attractions not only by re-presenting 
0pOLqV¶V work in a new format and to a new audience, as discussed above, but by 
also creating a new moment of pure spectacle reflective of 0pOLqV¶V original efforts. 
+XJR¶V mechanical metamorphosis is reminiscent of the detachable parts of the 
bodies in Adventures of William Tell (1898) or the transformation of a dummy into a 
woman in The Conjurer (1899). This is not to say, as discussed in Chapter 2, that the 
spectacle of the cinema of attractions is completely unrelated to the notion of 
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narrative, as has been hotly debated55. As argued then, I think 0pOLqV¶V work can be 
interpreted as contributing to another form of narrative; namely, the tradition of the 
technological uncanny emerging in the 18th Century which influences and informs 
the reception of early cinema. This narrative now inspires the analysis of film history 
and Hugo offers a way to re-engage with spectacular attractions of early cinema and, 
moreover, with how these attractions compare to the visual effects created with 
digital technologies. Hugo¶V nightmare automaton scene is more than a simple 
homage to Méliès: it demonstrates how early and digital cinema can be brought into 
a dialogue which reveals the importance of the technological uncanny to this history.  
An automaton is an uncanny body. It is a machine which is made in the form of the 
human body, and a body whose livingness and vitality of movement is sustained 
through mechanical means. It is a double but this duplication is a technological 
reproduction. Chapter 1 explores in detail the history of these bodies and Hugo¶V 
automaton deliberately evokes this context, as the makers cite the inspiration 
gathered from 9DXFDQVRQ¶V and .HPSHOHQ¶V inventions (North, 2012). The 
automaton is a key uncanny trope in )UHXG¶V and -HQWVFK¶V work because this body 
encompasses das unheimliche on more than one level: the mechanical body is a 
collapse of identities as human form and function merge; the experience of viewing 
this body evokes an uncanny experience for the spectator too. Automata have formed 
an integral part of the technological uncanny as I have defined it because the concept 
specifically concerns the representation and reception of realistic depictions of the 
human body through technological means. An automaton fulfils one of these means. 
The shared historical contexts between this invention and the development of 
moving pictures, together with the evocation of automata in ILOPPDNHUV¶ works and 
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audience responses, indicates how the automaton becomes a symbol of FLQHPD¶V 
history and a metaphor with which we can comprehend the effect of new effects 
technologies upon the filmic body. The comparison works for early cinema and 
digital bodies: in the films analysed in this thesis, the visual effects technology 
directly affects and informs the ERG\¶V representation and transformation. In 
0pOLqV¶V films, the body is unstable and mutable; the trick photography technique 
allows sudden transformation, transfigurations and mutilations of the body and the 
attraction is seeing the photographically realistic humans move in this way. In 
=HPHFNLV¶V films, the familiar sight of a well-known DFWRU¶V body is converted into a 
digital doppelgänger; the transformation is now an event which has already taken 
place prior to the ILOP¶V reception. But the trace of the WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶V technological 
nature is still marked on the FKDUDFWHUV¶ bodies. This is signalled by the strange 
combination of a photorealist aesthetic within animation; by synthetic tactility 
remaining on the skin of the bodies; and through the impossible movement these 
bodies perform in action sequences.  
The transformation of Hugo into a mechanical body is a visual reminder of the 
ontological truth which underpins the experience of cinema for both early and digital 
audiences: cinematic technologies render the body mechanical. Although the bodies 
of both types of cinema appear realistic ± and this photorealism has a complex 
relationship to the idea of the index ± they are not real: the body is now mediated and 
controlled through technological means. Significantly, +XJR¶V automaton is different 
from automata like The Mechanical Turk because the latter enclosed its inner 
workings in order to appear human, thus disguising the nature of its operation. 
+XJR¶V automaton ± which the boy turns into within the nightmare ± reveals the 
internal moving parts, without a faux skin or clothing to
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mechanics. This reinforces the notion that Hugo draws attention to the cinematic 
technologies behind the illusion and how this contemplation is uncanny. Automata 
are machines which are made to look human, whilst the filmic body is the human 
body made mechanical. Méliès incorporates this theme quite explicitly in his trick 
films. =HPHFNLV¶V films also present the analogy although the motion-capture 
technology re-delineates the parameters of the illusion with digital techniques. The 
character on-screen is a doppelgänger forged through technological means, and the 
motion-capture process itself, as discussed in Chapter 4, uncannily fragments the 
recorded body into its constituent parts. As mentioned earlier, this is reminiscent of 
the photographic experiments of Marey and Muybridge which depict the mechanics 
of human movement. The body as machine is an idea which links to wider 
Enlightenment ideals, including Julien Offray de La 0HWWULH¶V characterisation of the 
body in these terms in /¶KRPPH Machine (1748). +XJR¶V transformation into the 
automaton represents this idea and acts as a visual metaphor for the motion-capture 
process: the removal of +XJR¶V flesh to reveal the clockwork underneath is an apt 
analogy for the data recording of motion-capture which isolates the movements of 
muscle and bone beneath the skin. The fact the visual effect of +XJR¶V automaton 
metamorphosis is achieved digitally is another reminder of this connection.  
It is, therefore, entirely understandable why the language of the uncanny ± and 
particularly the tropes of automata and the double ± infuse the reactions of viewers 
towards these filmic bodies. The technological uncanny blurs the boundaries 
between the idea that the body is already a machine, and the observation that 
machines can take human form. The 18th Century automata embodied the latter with 
the realism attempted in their creation; as outlined previously, Vaucanson created 
mechanical bodies which could breathe and planned to build one which could bleed 
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too. +RIIPDQQ¶V Olympia and /¶,VOH¶V Hadaly fulfil this scientific feat as these 
automata challenge the characters in these stories to uncover their true mechanical 
status. There is an affinity here with the androids constructed and studied in robotics 
in recent decades, and VSHFWDWRUV¶ interactions with these modern automata inspired 
the theory of the uncanny valley, a term frequently used to express the experience of 
the technological uncanny in contemporary cinema. The tone of +XJR¶V nightmare 
suggests that the relevance of the technological uncanny continues: the 
transformation is unnerving because technology still has the ability to evoke these 
themes, and the potential to make their experience uncanny. After waking up from 
the disturbing dream, Hugo looks suspiciously at the automaton which has continued 
to stare at the boy whilst sleeping. A high-angled shot, providing an aerial view of 
the room, depicts Hugo sitting on the edge of his bed directly facing the automaton, 
which is still seated behind its table (Figure 37). Sitting face-to-face in a similar 
position, the shot embodies the potential for such mechanical bodies to become 
uncanny but, more specifically, how the filmic human body is an integral part of this 
tradition. The technological uncanny will emerge when visual effects create 
spectacular attractions which engage with these themes; Hugo¶V concluding shot is a 
reminder of this fact as a close-up of the automaton shows the mechanical face now 
looking not at Hugo but out at us.     
The Future of the Technological Uncanny  
I suggested earlier that 6FRUVHVH¶V re-presentation of the cinema of attractions in 
0pOLqV¶V work (and, indeed, his own) can be interpreted as part of a larger narrative 
concerning the technological XQFDQQ\¶s historical relevance to the reception of visual 
effects and the filmic human body. Hugo¶V relationship to writing helps to 
underscore this point; the film is an adaptation of a book and books feature as a key 
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component in establishing +XJR¶V and Isabelle¶V friendship. As analysed earlier, it is 
7DEDUG¶V book which comes µWR OLIH¶ as the children discover FLQHPD¶V history and, 
most significantly of all, the automaton can write. One could read this latter point as 
an allegory for the analysis of automata in the section above: the automaton 
physically and metaphorically µZULWHV¶ cinema history, contributing to the larger 
narrative on filmic bodies and their reception which the cinema of attractions 
concept illuminates. I will conclude this chapter by reflecting in this section on how 
this µQDUUDWLYH¶ of cinema and the technological uncanny may extend in the future. In 
particular, I focus on further intersections between early and digital cinema 
technologies, in a manner reflective of the methodology used in this thesis. 
Specifically, I look at how digital technology mediates early cinema in ways 
reminiscent to Hugo, by looking at how early cinema has become a popular topic in 
mainstream cinema and discourse, and how the films of early cinema, including 
those of Méliès, are easily viewed through digital platforms, including YouTube. 
Most significantly of all, it is the experience of early cinema through digital means 
which establishes new avenues for the technological uncanny to emerge for 
contemporary audiences.  
In 2011 Pamela Hutchinson predicted that silent cinema was going to become a µQHZ 
vintage WUHQG¶ as several releases planned that year reflected a resurgence in the 
public interest in early cinema (Hutchinson, 2011). This included a re-release of 
EisenstHLQ¶V Battleship Potemkin (1925), the British Silent Film Festival in London 
and the screening of silent films in old cinemas such as the Hippodrome, Scotland56. 
Mainstream releases reflected (or instigated) this trend with the year seeing the 
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release of Hugo and The Artist (2011). Rather than directly incorporating examples 
of early cinema into its narrative like Hugo, The Artist is made to evoke an early 
style of filmmaking, specifically the silent films of the early 20th Century. The Artist 
does compare to Hugo in the manner in which it too incorporates reference to 
FLQHPD¶V earlier days on visual and narrative levels; The Artist is about +ROO\ZRRG¶V 
conversion to sound filmmaking57. The interest in early cinema styles and techniques 
continued into 2012 with the release of Blancanieves (2012), a silent, black and 
white adaptation of Snow White. Blancanieves¶V release evokes an implicit 
comparison between contemporary cinema and earlier styles of the medium, as that 
same year two other adaptations of the story ± Snow White and the Huntsman (2012) 
and Mirror Mirror (2012) ± were also made and these versions are notable for their 
extensive use of digital visual effects. The popularity of early cinema within 
mainstream forums inevitably evokes commentaries on the history of the medium, 
many of which negatively reflected upon the impact of digital. In a manner similar to 
the debates summarised in Chapter 3, Xan Brooks finds it apt that the Academy 
Awards should honour films like Hugo and The Artist because such projects reflect 
the digital death of cinema: µ)LOP is on the way out, killed off by the rise of digital, 
and this year's Oscars were its last KXUUDK¶ (Brooks, 2012). Jonathan Jones compares 
Hugo to Tacita 'HDQ¶V art installation Film which is inspired by the same depressing 
conclusion: for Dean µWKH digital revolution means a death, which she PRXUQV¶ 
(Jones, 2012). Richard Grusin does not characterise these changes in technology in 
this dramatic fashion, but he does argue that Hugo does represent a break in 
cLQHPD¶V history; the move into a period of the µSRVW-FLQHPDWLF¶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one particular strand of the uncanny: the technological uncanny. Robert Spadoni investigates another 
form of this tradition with a particular focus on sound (Spadoni, 2007).  
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[Hugo speaks] precisely to the question of our current post-cinematic 
moment ... Hugo makes the case (in digital 3D) for the continued relevance 
of the earliest moments of FLQHPD¶V history at precisely the time that the late 
age of early cinema is coming to an end (Grusin, 2014, 4).      
As I have argued previously, I do not believe that digital technology has signalled 
the µGHDWK¶ of cinema, nor has it fundamentally changed the narrative concerns and 
use of visual effects in mainstream cinema58. The case studies for early and digital 
cinema included in this thesis under the framework of the technological uncanny are 
testament to this argument; Hugo is further proof of how emphasising the 
continuities of film history, however different the technologies involved, is a fruitful 
way to approach the conceptualisation of change. Looking back at *UXVLQ¶V earlier 
work with Jay David Bolter in their argument for µUHPHGLDWLRQ¶ illuminates this 
further. Bolter and Grusin note that, at the dawn of the 21st Century, new and old 
forms of media µDUH invoking the twin logics of immediacy and hypermediacy in 
their efforts to remake themselves and each RWKHU¶ (Bolter and Grusin, 2000, 5). The 
writers demonstrate how remediation finds resonance with older forms of media and 
its theorisation, specifically *XQQLQJ¶V concept of attractions. Bolter and Grusin note 
that this similarity represents a continuity between older and more recent 
developments in cinema, specifically, the equation of early FLQHPD¶V attractions with 
the special effects-driven cinema of contemporary Hollywood. Crucially, the process 
of remediation could not happen without the VSHFWDWRUV¶ familiarity with the medium: 
µ>WKH@ amazement or wonder requires an awareness of the medium. If the medium 
really disappeared ... the viewer would not be amazed because she would not know 
of the PHGLXP¶V SUHVHQFH¶ (158, my emphasis). This logic suggests that technologies 
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may change the medium and its techniques but this does not mean that cinema can, 
or will, suddenly µHQG¶  
The concept of remediation is a useful one for thinking about how digital technology 
engages with ± rather than replaces or diminishes ± the films of early cinema. It 
should be noted that the idea of remediation already finds a precedent in early 
cinema; 0pOLqV¶V trick films remediate the traditions of stage magic popular in the 
19th Century (North, 2008; Solomon, 2010). I would add to this that 0pOLqV¶V 
portrayal of the human body as a central attraction also remediates the 
entertainments of previous years which similarly focused on uncanny representations 
of the body: automata, waxworks and morgue displays, as well as earlier forms of 
projection like phantasmagoria and the magic lantern, as outlined in Chapter 1. 
Digital technology continues with this trend by now remediating the work of Méliès 
and this is particularly apparent through channels such as YouTube. The relative 
brevity of 0pOLqV¶V work and its age (free from copyright legalities) makes 0pOLqV¶V 
films ± and those of his contemporaries ± a suitable choice for the video-sharing 
website, meaning contemporary audiences are able to access the ILOPPDNHU¶V work 
with greater ease and speed than any previous generation. The act of viewing a 
Méliès film online, on the YouTube website, is to experience his work through 
remediation; like Hugo, this digital technology has changed the parameters for this 
interaction. And, like Hugo again, the act of this re-presentation can actually allow 
the different forms of technological displays to interact and reflect upon previous 
modes of spectatorship whilst establishing new ones. This is signalled in how 
YouTube can be compared to *XQQLQJ¶V cinema of attractions.  
Teresa Rizzo makes this comparison, commenting on both the large number of early 
cinema films available through YouTube, and how the VLWH¶V method of viewing is 
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reminiscent of the attractions model which places the emphasis on spectacular, 
exhibitionist displays. Moreover, Rizzo claims that a variety of the online videos ± 
even if the films contain specific forms of narrative ± are shaped by the YouTube 
site into a form of attraction; the very act of uploading or watching a video interacts 
with this process of engagement which harkens from an earlier age of moving 
picture reception. Rizzo writes: µ>7KH clips] are not presented as self-contained 
narratives inviting the viewer into a diegetic world. They are decontextualised and 
recontextualised by users for the purpose of DWWUDFWLRQ¶ (Rizzo, 2008). Rizzo extends 
the comparison to note the similarity of subject material between YouTube videos 
and early cinema ± notably, trains and dance ± and calls such creations evidence of 
µ<RX7XEH DWWUDFWLRQV¶ (Rizzo, 2008). Joost Broeren makes a similar analogy between 
early cinema and YouTube, contending that the latter draws on the specific features 
of spectatorship intended by the cinema of attractions. Drawing on Frank .HVVOHU¶V 
reading of *XQQLQJ¶V work, Broeren emphasises the gaze or direct address, 
temporality and frontality as the key facets within online videos too (Broeren, 2009, 
158). Broeren also remarks on the specific effect of viewing early cinema films in 
this way. He notes that the YouTube context inevitably re-frames this experience of 
early cinema film with the features unique to the site; specifically, the list of 
suggested other titles which appear alongside a selected video. Broeren notes that 
this means one can be viewing an early film when a clip of a contemporary recording 
may be recommended alongside and attract the viewer to select this one next. This 
eclectic viewing experience establishes, Broeren writes, a dialogue between early 




The ZHEVLWH¶V collection system thus establishes a dialogue between 
examples of early cinema and modern-day films. This film-historical 
dialogue ² or sort of a narrative ² is more or less constitutive of an 
afternoon spent browsing the collection (162).  
Like Hugo, YouTube presents 0pOLqV¶V original form of the cinema of attractions 
within another digital and contemporary mode of the cinema of attractions. The way 
YouTube allows viewers to jump between radically different types of videos, as 
Broeren describes, is also reminiscent of (LVHQVWHLQ¶V original use of the term 
µDWWUDFWLRQ¶ for his theory of montage, which juxtaposes contrasting images to 
construct new meanings (Eisenstein, 1924). I want to develop 5L]]R¶V and %URHUHQ¶V 
reflections on the intersection between early cinema and digital technology through 
YouTube further and argue that this interaction extends the narrative of the 
technological uncanny. YouTube offers not only a way for contemporary spectators 
to view early cinema film, but for a new way to experience these films as uncanny. 
This is evident in the comments sections below the videos uploaded to the site which 
I examined. Underneath the YouTube video for 0pOLqV¶V The Haunted Castle (1897), 
user µ'DYLG van den %HUJK¶ comments µ:DVQ¶W planning on sleeping anyways.¶ and 
µ$P\U 6LOYHLUD¶ agrees: µ*UHDW I gonna [sic] have nightmares QRZ¶59 The eerie 
experience of watching 0pOLqV¶V films is located in their strange representation of the 
body. Under the video of The Vanishing Lady (1896) user µ$'-SD-vids and stop 
motiRQ¶ says µ:RZ I wonder where the edits DUH¶ and µJQLNFRKV¶ remarks on the 
startling inclusion of the skeleton in the trick effect, or what she/he refer to as µOLWWOH 
time SDUDGR[HV¶ User al1936ful is awed by the experience, asking: µ+RZ does he do 
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 YouTube comments are made by making an account with the website and commenters are 
identified through chosen usernames. The comments are not given precise publication dates (an 
indication on how long ago a comment was uploaded is given in brackets next to the user) but all 
comments on The Haunted Castle were found via this link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OPmKaz3Quzo [assessed December 2014].   
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LW"¶60 The startling bodily transformations of The Conjurer (1899) evoke a similar 
experience. µ$OO\]D Marie <DQ]RQ¶ contends µ7KLV is so scary but that is the most 
perfect magic trick that I ever seen [sic@¶ and, after another user explains the 
principles of trick photography, µVDWDQLFVTXLUUHO¶ offers a more direct expression of 
astonishment: µIXFNLQJ hell! 7KDW¶V DPD]LQJ¶61  
These comments can be interpreted through the technological uncanny; the users 
express their experience of the films as amazing, startling and scary and, like the 
contemporary viewers of early cinema, this uncanny feeling is directly related to the 
contemplation of the technology used to create the illusion. This consideration is 
forced by the spectacular nature of the attraction on display; 0pOLqV¶V visual effects 
forces the viewer to experience the filmic body as mechanical, mutable and, 
invariably, mediated. Yet this technological uncanny has a new dimension: not only 
are these films remediated by their presence on YouTube: to watch MélièV¶V work is 
to experience moving images recorded over a hundred years ago. The uncanniness of 
then is updated and transformed into the experience of now. The technological 
uncanny evoked by <RX7XEH¶V Méliès uploads is the contemplation of how such an 
illusion is achieved, at the same time one considers when the film was made. The 
addition of temporality into the uncanniness of the ILOPV¶ ontological properties is 
also stressed in the comments section. On The Haunted Castle, µ2MDTXHW¶ remarks 
µLW¶V scary for the fact that it was made in ¶ and online peers agree: µ$PD]LQJ 
that this is almost 120 years ROG¶ µKROO\PDUJ¶ µ7KLV is scary because of how long 
ago this was actually PDGH¶ µ'$1&,1* *(1,86¶ µ&DQQRW believe this film is 
almost 120 years ROG¶ µMDGHRUFKLG¶ µ7KLV is sick for ¶ 
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 Comments for The Vanishing Lady can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f7-
x93QagJU [assessed December 2014].  
61
 The Conjurer at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zs5BBaNJ6mg [assessed December 2014].  
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µLPSUHSUH[¶62 Hutchinson sums up this alienating effect and dissonance 
which is evoked by watching early cinema today: µ7KHUH¶V something off-kilter 
about silent movies when you first meet them, and something unexpected about a 
supposedly modern subject area taking you so far back into the SDVW¶ (Hutchinson, 
2014).  
The digital remediation of, and interaction with, early cinema therefore provides new 
opportunities for experiencing the technological uncanny in the 21st Century. Like 
the reactions outlined throughout this thesis, present-day viewers of 0pOLqV¶V films 
find his use of visual effects uncanny but this online format for watching his films 
helps establish a new model of spectatorship. It is a model, however, which is 
comparable to the early cinema context, as YouTube evokes the nature of the cinema 
of attractions once again. I noted in Chapter 2 how this theory of viewer reception is 
linked to the historical contexts and experience of the technological uncanny, and the 
same is also true here: <RX7XEH¶V re-presentation of early cinema attractions through 
its own form of video attractions evidently results in the evocation of the 
technological uncanny. Yet this is an uncanny which adds the new dimension of 
time. The analysis of contemporary responses to the filmic human body within early 
and digital audiences earlier in this thesis inevitably focused on viewers responding 
to technology which was new and novel to their respective historical contexts. The 
YouTube videos of 0pOLqV¶V work are certainly novel to audiences unfamiliar with 
them today ± watching, as they are, films made over a century ago ± but they are 
certainly not new. Indeed, it is the fact that they are actually very old which provides 
a different avenue through which the uncanny emerges. There is a doubling of 
uncanniness here: the experience is felt once through 0pOLqV¶V representation of 
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unstable human bodies, and again through the realisation these images date from a 
time so long ago. This process is a reminder of ILOP¶V history, that the technology 
experienced today ± including the YouTube site which presents the early cinema 
works ± has a past and a precedent. The technology for film is made uncanny again 
because it is so modern and yet so old. Cinema was established within the context of 
modernity and the industry has continued to develop new technologies which 
suggest exciting possibilities for the future, as with motion-capture. Yet 0pOLqV¶V 
films equally seem archaic, with the bodies dressed in old-fashioned attire, living in 
a world completely alien to ours. In this experience, film technology is the familiar 
made strange; the medium, itself, becomes unheimlich.      
This suggests that YouTube inevitably modifies the temporality which Gunning 
identifies as integral to the cinema of attractions. Gunning writes that attractions are 
µOLPLWHG to the pure present WHQVH¶ (Gunning, 2004, 45). 0pOLqV¶V YouTube 
reinvention suggests that this idea needs to be expanded to appreciate the 
uncanniness of viewing the µSUHVHQW¶ of the ILOP¶V moving bodies through a 
contemporary technology which draws attention to the fact that these bodies are 
artefacts of the past. However, this does not signal a break or µGHDWK¶ in FLQHPD¶V 
history. Indeed, finding the old uncanny in the present also finds a precedent with 
automata. Dug North, an automaton inventor who worked on Hugo, notes the 
uncanniness of looking at the 18th Century mechanical bodies today: µ:KHQ we see 
an automaton our wires get a little crossed ... our brains are trying to assess whether 
or not this thing is DOLYH¶ (North, 2012). The reaction of DXWRPDWD¶V original 
audiences is comparable to the uncanniness such figures still evoke today. YouTube 
provides one way in which this process of the technological uncanny influences the 
experience of earlier forms of cinema for contemporary audiences. One could extend 
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5L]]R¶V and %URHUHQ¶V cinema of attractions ideas to include social media: Twitter 
and Facebook both supply video uploading facilities, with the latter offering the 
option for videos to play automatically when scrolling through the µ1HZVIHHG¶ It 
will be fascinating to see the new ways digital technology will remediate early 
cinema and this points to a number of avenues through which the technological 





















  Figure 28 - Hugo (2011)  





  Figure 30 - Poster for the Lumière Cinématograph (1895)  





  Figure 32 - Hugo (2011)  





  Figure 34 - Hugo (2011)  










  Figure 36 - Hugo (2011)  




Stephen Princes notes µ1RWKLQJ ever happens for the first time in film KLVWRU\¶ 
(Prince, 2012, 11) and the scene of the train crashing through the station in Hugo is 
testament to this fact. In a dream, Hugo jumps down onto the railway tracks to 
recover the automaton key. Hugo¶s contemplation of the object does not last long, 
however, as an incoming train rushes towards him and fails to break, colliding 
through the end of platform and into the concourse beyond it. The train continues its 
forward momentum before finally crashing through the walls and windows of the 
train station and collapsing head-first onto the pavement below (Figure 38). There 
are several significances which can be drawn from this spectacular and destructive 
sight. First the crash was actually a real-life event when in 1895 a train crashed 
through Gare Montparnasse station after failing to stop and landed in the way 
depicted in the film (Figure 39). Scorsese decided to include the scene after seeing 
the original photograph published in The Invention of Hugo Cabret and his decision 
illuminates the continuities between early and digital cinema this thesis has explored. 
The train crash took place in 1895 ± aptly the same year as the Cinématographe¶V 
debut ± and 6FRUVHVH¶V re-enactment of the event provides a subtle comment on 
FLQHPD¶V beginnings: Scorsese has brought the photograph to life in a manner 
reminiscent of the technological basis for FLQHPD¶V moving images. The crash is also 
evocative of the train myth: the sight of the locomotive propelling itself through the 
window visually depicts the fear expressed by some early cinema viewers, as 
analysed in Chapter 1, and again with Hugo¶V treatment of the topic in Chapter 5. 
The scene is also reminiscent of 0pOLqV¶V own work, as a similar moment in depicted 
in The Impossible Voyage (1904; Figure 40). And, finally, the use of a train falling in 
this dramatic fashion is portrayed in The Polar Express as one of the action 
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sequences used in =HPHFNLV¶V motion-captured films (Figure 41). The effect of this 
moment is enhanced further by the ILOP¶V projection in IMAX 3D.  
These comparative moments act as a visual reminder to the central argument of this 
thesis: there exists an analogous position between the technological advancements in 
moving picture projection made during the late 19th Century and the digital 
filmmaking practices increasingly used at the beginning of the 21st Century. It is 
particularly apt that the images of the trains above should be a reminder of this. 
Lynne Kirby highlights the shared historical contexts of locomotives and cinema, 
noting how train travel is µDQ important protocinematic phHQRPHQRQ¶ She continues: 
µ$V a machine of vision and an instrument for conquering space and time, the train is 
a mechanical double for the cinema and for the transport of the spectator into fiction, 
fantasy, and GUHDP¶ (Kirby, 1997, 2). The analogy has, it seems, travelled in a full 
circle as fans of The Polar Express can now ride in the µUHDO¶ train.63 .LUE\¶V 
observation also alludes to what has been the key element in this comparison: the 
experience of cinema or, more specifically, the representation and reception of the 
human body on-screen as uncanny. In the early and digital films analysed in this 
project, the filmic human body is used as a central spectacular attraction in the 
promotion of new and novel technologies intended to entertain, startle and challenge 
audiences. The technological uncanny provides an illuminating framework to 
analyse this and reveals the continuities paralleled by these train moments. The 
uncanny is a product of the 18th Century, a response to and a symptom of the age of 
Enlightenment and the increased convergence between the human body and 
technology. The uncanny tropes of the automaton and the double are important 
symbols of this change which converge again in the technologies of early cinema. A 
                                                          
63
 See: http://www.weardale-railway.com/polar-landing-page/   
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contemporary to the expansion of the railways, early films of the 1890s and early 
20th Century explore the possibilities of the new medium through the representation 
of the body. I argue that these representations ± together with the reactions of early 
cinema viewers ± can be better understood through the technological uncanny: an 
experience of the uncanny which has been provoked by the experience and direct 
contemplation of new cinematic technology in its mediation, simulation and 
representation of human bodies.  
In Chapter 1 I outlined and defined the technological uncanny. Beginning with 
)UHXG¶V writing on the topic, I argued that the technological uncanny needs to be 
understood through the contextualisation of its emergence in 18th Century contexts. 
In particular, the uncanny tropes of the automaton and the double revealed key 
historical links which would inform the rest of the thesis. The uncanny has its roots 
in literature and I outlined how the µODQJXDJH of the XQFDQQ\¶ ± the evocation of 
uncanny tropes and ideas ± informs the responses of viewers, academic discourse on 
the topics, and the imagery within the films analysed in various ways across the time 
periods investigated. The historical contextualisation of the uncanny revealed that 
the intersection of this theory with the mechanisation of the human body points to 
the suitability of characterising this phenomenon as the technological uncanny. I 
outlined in some detail how this framework is revealed through &ODUD¶V vivid use of 
the phrase µD mirror image of RXUVHOI¶ the words evoke the idea of machinery made 
in the human form ± the automaton ± as well as the doubling permitted through 
technologies such as photography. The latter also helped to point to a specific mode 
of spectatorship within the experience of the technological uncanny. Viewers of the 
visual effects outlined in this thesis actively engage in discerning the nature of the 
mechanisms behind the illusion which inevitably provokes contemplation upon 
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SKRWRJUDSK\¶V (and, later, GLJLWDO¶V capability to double reality as well as manipulate 
its appearance: the idea of the index becomes relevant to the experience of the 
uncanny.  
In Chapter 2 I applied my definition of the technological uncanny to the early cinema 
context. I outlined the parameters I used to investigate this period, focussing on the 
films made between 1896 and 1906. I investigated the technological uncanny evident 
at this time through an analysis of viewer responses and the depiction of the human 
bodies on-screen in early films. I argued that the language of the uncanny is present 
in both of these sources, revealing a dialectic mode of spectatorship between the 
screen and the viewer. The spectacular sight of the new moving photographic 
technology actively encouraged spectators to consider the nature of the illusion (and 
the PHGLXP¶V ontology) on display, and this form of address ± and the response it 
evoked ± can be characterised as uncanny. This differs from the famous apocryphal 
µWUDLQ HIIHFW¶ which I also analysed here; to experience cinema as uncanny is not to 
react in fear. The technological uncanny therefore appropriately encompasses an 
approach which appreciates the historical contexts (viewers were not ignorant of 
such spectacles) and nuances of reactions: the uncanny can be a simultaneous 
experience of anxiety and pleasure. These thoughts were brought together through an 
analysis of 0pOLqV¶V works which feature the spectacular ± and uncanny ± display of 
the filmic body which is unstable and mutable. This tension between the 
photographically realistic human body and its manipulation through visual effects 
was a theme drawn out again in Chapters 3, 4 and 5.  
Chapter 3 explored how the technological uncanny re-emerges once again in the 
digital age. I defined this µDJH¶ to be the period from the 1990s when digital visual 
effects technologies became increasingly visible and other scholarly texts highlight 
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these years as particularly significant. Using film examples drawn from the work of 
Zemeckis and Cameron (whose works re-appear in Chapter 4) I discussed how the 
idea of the index permeated these debates and outlined how such discussions impact 
upon the representation and reception of the human body during this period. The 
impact of digital effects is marked by the slippage which occurs between the 
distinctions of live-action and animation, the digital effect and the pro-filmic. The 
language of the uncanny returned in the scholarship which engaged with these 
changes. The 1990s thus provides an important backdrop upon which the 
technological uncanny as defined in Chapters 1 and 2 re-emerges in the 
conceptualisation of the digital age, and the motion-captured bodies of the 21st 
Century which are explored in Chapter 4. Chapter 3 showed how the representation 
of the human body was interrogated the decade before through engagement with the 
technological sublime and the morph, and the uncanny re-enters popular vernacular 
with the popularisation of the theory of the µXQFDQQ\ YDOOH\¶ I argue these 
developments are better understood as part of the technological uncanny, which is 
explored through case studies in Chapter 4.  
Chapter 4 demonstrated how the technological uncanny emerged in a way 
comparable to the analysis in Chapter 2 by focusing on case studies of the reception 
to spectacular digital visual effects technologies. My interest here was in the use of 
motion-capture technology. The technology itself represents a blurring of boundaries 
between live-action performance and digital construction, and my analysis of other 
ZULWHUV¶ theorisation of the topic illuminated the return of the language of the 
uncanny once again. This language was echoed again in the reception of audiences 
towards =HPHFNLV¶V motion-capture films which were widely heralded as creepy, 
unsettling and weird. These accusations were aimed towards the representation of the 
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human digital characters, created using the technology. These responses therefore 
represent another part of the uncanny experience identified in Chapter 2: the uncanny 
can be both compelling and unnerving. Interestingly, Zemeckis engages with the 
technological possibilities for the uncanny ± as does Méliès ± but the motion-capture 
director does this in order to draw attention to his digital human characters as 
µOLYLQJ¶ These strategies ultimately fail and, I argued, only helped to enhance the 
uncanny experience of these films further. This chapter concluded by observing how 
the technological uncanny is particularly apt for this analysis because it is the 
motion-captured human body which continues to evoke an uncanny experience for 
audiences.  
Chapter 5 aligned all the topics discussed in the thesis through an analysis of Hugo. 
This film allowed for my investigation into early and digital cinema to be brought 
into a direct dialogue using a digital film which is about early cinema. This chapter 
therefore re-stated my argument for the technological uncanny, as my analysis of 
Hugo demonstrates the continuity between the early and digital eras in their use of 
the language of the uncanny; the use of spectacular visual effects; the depiction of 
the body as mechanical (and the machine as µOLYLQJ¶ the importance of the tropes of 
the automaton and the double; and how the technological uncanny appeals to a 
specific mode of spectatorship as viewers actively engage in contemplating the 
uncanny potential of the PHGLXP¶V ontological properties. This chapter also pointed 
to ways in which the technological uncanny continues to be relevant in the reception 
of early cinema films today. Using the examples of 0pOLqV¶V films on YouTube, I 
explored the idea that this digital platform appeals to the cinema of attractions model 
outlined in Chapter 2. I demonstrated how this forum provided new ways for 
spectators to engage with a cinema which appears novel but is actually very old.  
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My intervention has been to show a new way of analysing the representation of the 
filmic body on-screen; its relationship to new and novel technologies; audience 
responses to these depictions; and how film KLVWRU\¶V technological developments 
can be viewed in terms of continuity. The technological uncanny concept I have 
defined provides a framework in order to shape this analysis and illuminates the 
suitability of viewing this history through the historical contexts of the uncanny. This 
thesis has shown alternative ways to analyse the films discussed and juxtaposed 
these with audience responses. The latter is particularly important in the exploration 
of film history because, as Lisa Bode notes, so many of these responses can µVOLGH 
from YLHZ¶ (Bode, 2013, 185). Here I contribute to the task of preserving these 
reactions which, in the case of early cinema, are difficult to find and, in the case of 
digital cinema, are often transitory. This is particularly apparent for =HPHFNLV¶V films 
which were not widely acclaimed and have not been given substantial attention in 
scholarly discourse.  
The technological uncanny now, as I see it, exists on a new threshold. The concept 
continues to be relevant within contemporary media as digital technologies explore 
representations of the human body although, interestingly, this engagement has also 
shifted (at least for motion-capture) into computer games64. This is another fruitful 
area into which further research can be conducted. It shall be interesting to see how 
players characterise the experience of such bodies and whether the interactive 
interface makes a difference to the relative uncanniness of these digital humans. 
There is something of a poetic symmetry to this move from cinema to computer 
games via the technological uncanny and the motion-captured body: Final Fantasy ± 
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 LA Noire (2011) uses motion-capture for its human characters, as does Until Dawn (2015) which is, 
LQWULJXLQJO\DOVRGHVFULEHGDVDQµLQWHUDFWLYHPRYLH¶KWWSZZZHXURJDPHUQHWDUWLFOHV-08-27-
until-dawn-review   
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the film which introduced this thesis ± began as a video game franchise. When 
considered within this current context Final Fantasy (the film) helps to inspire two 
further aspects which may influence this future research. First, it shall be interesting 
to see how whether the motion-capture technology used in such games are an 
integral part of their marketing strategy. Are these visual effects promoted or are 
they relegated to the background, subordinated to other features like narrative and 
product familiarity, or even suppressed in the manner seen within Final Fantasy¶V 
promotions (as explored in Chapter4)?65 Second, Final Fantasy¶V computer game 
origins is another reminder of how the film ± and the franchise before it ± was a 
distinctly international venture with its roots in Japan. This illuminates how the 
technological uncanny as explored in this thesis has been geographically and 
culturally specific to western contexts (for the reasons outlined in the Introduction). 
Yet future research may explore these nuances in more depth and open up the 
question of how the technological uncanny applies to different cultural contexts. This 
is a question which has already been implicitly raised through the popularisation of 
the µXQFDQQ\ YDOOH\¶ theory originating from Japan, and it is an enquiry which is well 
suited to the international creation and popularity of computer game texts.66    
In film, the challenge posed by =HPHFNLV¶V project for a photographically realistic, 
motion-captured digital human in cinema remains unresolved. Again this is an area I 
would like to explore further: what attempts ± if any ± will be made on behalf of 
filmmakers to explore the possibilities of using motion-capture in this way and how 
will viewers respond? Andy 6HUNLV¶V work continues to be of interest as these films 
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are more favourably received and raise the profile of motion-capture technology 
within popular discourse but ± as discussed at length in Chapter 4 ± it is significant 
that 6HUNLV¶V roles are mainly non-human transformations. However, 6HUNLV¶V success 
as a motion-capture performer raises the possibility of a new dimension to the 
technological uncanny: if it becomes common place for an DFWRU¶V presence on-
screen to be mediated in this way, how does one conceptualise the experience of 
viewing such effects? Once again the language of the uncanny becomes a useful tool 
in characterising this digital body as a theoretical in-between: an embodied presence 
without the physical resemblance of the real actor on-screen. The scholarship 
outlined in Chapter 4 began to engage with this concern although future explorations 
will need to reflect upon the increased use of, and audience familiarity with, motion-
capture technology beyond the novelty stages of development discussed through the 
case studies in this investigation. Will motion-capture ± and the conceptual 
difficulties it encompasses ± become completely homely or will it slip once again 
into the das unheimliche?  
As well as looking forward, the technological uncanny has the capacity to look back. 
This thesis has explored the FRQFHSW¶V relevance to the history of early cinema with a 
particular emphasis on 0pOLqV¶V films. This database could be expanded further to 
include references to other filmmakers and different examples of the body on film. In 
particular, it would be interesting to gauge whether the diverse contexts of exhibition 
and audience demographics as referenced in Chapter 2 has a tangible impact upon 
these findings. Additionally, the technological uncanny could be used to further 
explore the so-called pre-cinematic technologies, such as the phantasmagoria and the 
magic lantern. These technologies open up the possibility of exploring a different 
kind of human body, with many magic lantern shows featuring slides of skeletons 
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(Mannoni, 2000). The question here then becomes not how did viewers respond to 
the representation of the living human body, but how did audiences react to the 
(re)animation of a dead one? Again, the shared historical contexts of the theory of 
the uncanny with the development of these early cinema technologies highlight the 
suitability of exploring such relationships through the technological uncanny 
concept.         
As the conclusion of Chapter 5 indicates, the increased availability of early cinema 
films through digital technology is opening up new possibilities for experiencing the 
uncanniness of the old in the present. The increased interest in early cinema is 
providing new ways to experience early cinema films today67 and therefore a 
renewed relevance for the technological uncanny, as these old images µVHHP distant 
but strangely present and modern, lifelike and recognizable yet also JKRVWO\¶ 
(Grieveson and Kramer, 2004, 1). One further way the technological uncanny may 
be utilised in forthcoming research is to explore this slippage between the old and the 
new in more detail. Expanding the inventory of YouTube responses used in Chapter 
5 would be one way to do this. Another would also be to look at how contemporary, 
digital visual effects engage with the traditions and tropes of the technological 
uncanny in other contexts. The recent film Ex Machina (2015) is a good example of 
this. This science-fiction film tells the story of Ava, a robot built by a scientist 
hoping to test an $,¶V ability to appear human during a Turing test. Importantly, the 
philosophical concerns surrounding the ethics of such an endeavour are visually 
represented on the body; it is $YD¶V increasing verisimilitude and use of clothing and 
skin to hide her mechanical workings which leads to the ILOP¶V climax. The tale is 
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 Two intriguing examples include the work of Stephen Herbert in his re-creation of early film 
projectors (as discussed at Domitor BrighWRQDQG-XGLWK%XFKDQDQ¶VSilents Now project: 
https://www.york.ac.uk/hrc/engagement/silents-now/    
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reminiscent of +RIIPDQQ¶V Olympia and is therefore evocative of the historical 
contexts which inform the establishment of the uncanny as a concept, and )UHXG¶V 
later interest in it. Yet the story is equally about the uncanny potential of technology 
today as these concerns are explicitly discussed as part of the ILOP¶V narrative as well 
as being present on an aesthetic level, with digital visual effects used to create the 
illusion of $YD¶V android mechanisms.    
Either way, the technological uncanny has the ability to look back within film 
history as well as reflecting upon current and future prospects for visual effects and 
their impact upon audiences. The possibilities for the technological uncanny to 
emerge within future digital films using motion-capture, or through an engagement 
with early cinema today, return us to the ideas embodied by &ODUD¶V phrase: µD mirror 
image of RXUVHOI"¶ The question mark still remains as we wait to see other ways 
filmic technologies will inspire, challenge and unsettle us with their depiction of the 
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